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ABSTRACT  
National and state education reforms are centered on developing higher 
academic expectations and standards to ensure students transitions into 
postsecondary options, college and career ready. What does this national 
emphasis signify for urban school districts that are educating a significant 
proportion of first-generation students and that struggle to produce students ready 
for the rigor of postsecondary education without remediation? Framed within Karl 
Weick’s (1976) theoretical framework of loose coupling organizational theory, 
this qualitative study examined the implementation of the pseudonymous ABC 
High School District college readiness education reform initiative through the lens 
of district-wide system actors, which included district leadership, school-level 
implementers and the students as the intended beneficiaries. ABC High School 
District is the largest non-unified urban school district in a large metropolitan area 
in the Southwestern United States. I focused specifically on two implementation 
sites: Blue Sky and Desert Flower High Schools. The system actors expounded on 
their knowledge and understanding of how they perceived the implementation of 
the initiative, their interpretations of the district’s new policy and initiative, and 
how this initiative guided their practices based on their respective roles. The 
findings included the four major themes of (a) building capacity of the actors, (b) 
communication, (c) policy and politics, and (d) academic rigor and high 
expectations. Two additional findings specific to counselors and students were 
also revealed. The counselor-specific experiences revealed the changes in their 
roles that have created confusion among school staff and their growing 
ii 
responsibilities that may impede the progress of the district initiative. The student-
descriptions suggest their knowledge about college and career planning, 
challenges, and their academic preparedness to successfully transition to a 
postsecondary institution. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Introduction 
Americans generally believe that education is the great “equalizer”. 
Education provides access to opportunities that can lead to a prosperous career 
and an improved quality of life. This becomes fulfilled if districts can provide 
“all” students a quality high school education that leads to matriculation into 
postsecondary education. Today’s job opportunities will require high school 
students to complete some form of postsecondary education to make a livable 
wage and prosper in the 21st century. A high school diploma, therefore, is no 
longer sufficient (Kirst & Venezia, 2004). As the workforce demands increase, 
the need for individuals to acquire an advanced education, high schools could 
continue to be viewed as the “unequalizer” if they are unable to educate all of 
their students, especially minority, first-generation students from low-
socioeconomic backgrounds (Hoffman, Vargas, Venezia, & Miller, 2007).  
Historically, urban public high school districts have struggled to 
academically prepare minority, first-generation, low-income students, whose 
families typically have low education attainments. Due to workforce demands and 
federal pressure, high school districts now have greater responsibilities to prepare 
all students for postsecondary success without remediation. These districts have 
not sufficiently narrowed the achievement gap for this particular student 
population, which is more likely to dropout, lack access to rigorous academic 
coursework and have fewer familial role models to guide their progression into 
postsecondary education. For the students from this population who do enter 
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postsecondary education, they quickly realize they are not prepared to enter as 
college freshmen when they are placed in remedial courses in the core areas, 
especially in mathematics and English. Urban public high school districts now 
find themselves responsible to educate the largest pipeline of first-generation 
students during high school versus relying on postsecondary institutions to 
provide remedial and support services once students enter a postsecondary 
institutions (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006).  
 Urban public high school districts educating a significant 
proportion of minority, first-generation students from low-socioeconomic 
backgrounds are of special interest to me and the focus of this study. A first-
generation student is defined as the first member in his or her family to pursue 
and complete an undergraduate degree.  
In this chapter, I will introduce the purpose of the study and the research 
problem that frames the rationale for this study. A background of the 
pseudonymous ABC High School District and its participant schools will be 
provided to understand how they exemplify an urban district that is of interest to 
national and state policymakers. In addition, included in this chapter is a brief 
overview of the methodology adopted, definition of terms to reference throughout 
the dissertation, the limitations and significance of this study.  
Research Problem 
 This study addresses the need for urban high school districts to prepare 
their students to be ready for the demands of postsecondary education and the 
workforce. This study explores how an urban high school district is addressing 
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this particular challenge by documenting and analyzing the perceptions of the 
system actors about the adoption and implementation of a college readiness 
education reform initiative. I will elaborate on the purpose of this study in greater 
detail upon discussing the research problem for this study, which includes the 
national, state and local imperatives driving this research.  
National Imperative 
According to the 2010 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA): a Blueprint for Reform, it is a national priority to prepare 
and graduate more students than any other country by 2020 to “contribute as 
citizens in our democracy and thrive in a global economy” (2010, p. 4). To 
accomplish this goal, the K-16 educational system must provide all students with 
the educational preparation that will allow them to gain access to and be 
successful in postsecondary education. President Obama noted that this moral 
imperative will be the “key to securing a more equal, fair, and just society” 
(ESEA, 2010, p. 1; Kirst & Venezia, 2004).  
ESEA further states that every student, regardless of income, race, 
ethnicity, language or disability, should graduate from high school, and be able to 
enter into college ready. College readiness is defined as students having the level 
of academic preparation to enter and succeed in postsecondary education without 
remediation in a college credit course (ACT, 2005, p. 3; Conley, 2008, p. 24). In 
2010, 40% of students attending four year colleges and universities and 50% of 
community college students took a remedial course. Adelman (1999 and 2004) 
followed two cohorts (1982 and 1992) of high school students through college 
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and concluded that students who take remedial courses are less likely to graduate 
college. This becomes exacerbated if students lacks reading skills and are required 
to take many remedial courses. This suggests the need for better high school 
preparation for college completion (Attewell et al., 2006; ESEA, 2010, p. 7). 
Elementary education is equally significant because it provides the foundational 
academic and skill development for students to transition seamlessly into high 
school and work toward pathways that lead to postsecondary attainment. While 
remedial courses appear to impede a students’ ability to be successful, and 
Adelman acknowledged that many students do improve their academic skills 
through these courses and go on to complete their college education, high school 
districts are in the most optimal position to ensure their students are prepared for 
the academic rigor of postsecondary courses (Adelman, 2004).  
ESEA urges further alignment across state and local initiatives to 
complement the national focus to promote college and career readiness. At the 
state level, ESEA calls for the adoption of college and career readiness standards. 
According to the Common Core State Standards Initiative, forty three states 
throughout the nation have adopted these common standards (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2011). At the local level, K-12 districts have to respond in 
different ways to ensure their students are college and career ready, such as adopt 
a rigorous curricula and improve assessments and instructional practices through 
continuous professional development (pp. 3-4). In addition, K-12 schools need to 
couple the aforementioned with high expectations for all students, create college-
going cultures, provide students exposure to pre-college experiences, and engage 
   
5 
families and communities to provide comprehensive support systems for students 
to thrive (Conley, 2008; ESEA, 2010; Holland & Farmer-Hinton 2009).  
Statewide Outlook 
State profile. To protect the school district and the state’s anonymity 
throughout this section and overall, I will reference it simply as the “state”. This 
will occur consistently with the citations and in the bibliographies. The state is 
situated in the Southwestern United States (U.S.). In 2008, this state was the 
fastest growing in the nation with 6.3 million residents, of which approximately 
26% of the population was under 18 years of age. The state has a minority 
population of 41%, of which Hispanics comprised the majority at 30%, the 
American Indian population was 5%, African American 4%, and Asian American 
2% respectively. The non-Hispanic comprises 59% of the state’s population 
(SMEPAC, 2009, p. 5). The poverty rates for the citizens of this state increase 
from 2007 to 2009, particularly within the ages of 5-17 which constitutes 14% of 
the population. Latinos and other races totaled 63% of the poverty index, which is 
higher than the national average (American Community Survey 2010; SMEPAC, 
2009, p. 6). Approximately, 84% of individuals 25 years or older have a high 
school diploma or higher, 25% have a bachelor’s degree or higher and 17% of this 
age group did not complete high school. The national average attainment for both 
the high school diploma and a bachelor’s degree is slightly higher than the state’s 
average, yet share the same average relative to high school dropouts (American 
Community Survey, 2010; SMEPAC, 2009, p. 5).  
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State policy. The state has adopted policies that appear supportive of the 
ABC High School District’s college readiness initiative. In 2008, the State Board 
of Education required districts to develop an Education and Career Action Plan 
(ECAP) for each student. The ECAPs outline the student’s high school course of 
study, career interests, and offers her/him additional learning opportunities in 
order to develop the student’s postsecondary academic and career goals.  
The state also adopted the Common Core State Standards in the summer 
of 2010 for Mathematics and English Language Arts. Full implementation of the 
standards, K-12 is expected in 2013-2014. Assessments aligned with the standards 
are expected to follow in 2014-2015. The State Board of Education adopted the 
State Student Growth Model in 2010 to incorporate an assessment of student 
growth into the adequate yearly progress (AYP) evaluations of schools and 
districts to meet the requirements of No Child Left Behind (NCLB). The purpose 
of the student growth model is to recognize the improvements in student 
achievement made by schools even though students may fall short of meeting 
academic proficiency levels (State Department of Education, 2012). For high 
school districts, this model is appealing because it acknowledges the students’ 
academic levels of performance with which they enter a high school.  
The State Board of Education increased the high school mathematics 
requirement to four years of mathematics to include the sequence of Algebra 1, 
Geometry, Algebra 2, and one additional advance mathematics course. The high 
school class of 2013 will be required to take a total of four years of mathematics 
(State Department of Education, 2012).  
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The State also passed legislation on a voluntary initiative for high school 
districts called Move Forward When Ready (pseudonym; MFWR). MFWR 
endorses performance-based, board examinations systems which also meet 
national and international college- and career-readiness standards aligned with the 
common core standards. For example, Cambridge, ACT Quality Core and College 
Board Advance Placement are approved curricula for the MFWR initiative. The 
Great Mountain High School Diploma (pseudonym) is an element of the MFWR 
and based on the 10th grade student performance on the board examinations. If 
students meet this benchmark, they could transfer to a postsecondary program. 
There are many details that still need to be addressed. Blue Sky and Desert 
Flower – the pseudonymous study sites for the present research – are voluntary 
adopters of MFWR and are among the 14 high schools that began in the fall of 
2011 (Center for the Future of [State], 2012). 
  K-12 demographics. According to the state’s department of education 
(State Department of Education, 2010), during the 2009-2010 academic year, over 
1,000,000 students attended public schools, of which 56% were minority students 
with a disproportionate number of students living in poverty. Clearly, the K-12 
system must play a more intentional role in preparing a significant number of 
prospective first-generation college students. This demographic change merits 
serious consideration for urban high school districts to advance a shift toward a 
college – going culture with a rigorous academic experience for all students, 
schools working to prepare a few students, as opposed to all students, for 
postsecondary education are no longer acceptable. This potential pipeline of 
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diverse students can be promising for postsecondary institutions if K-12 and in 
particular high school districts adopt and implement changes in policies and 
practices that are student centered and prepare students for college or careers. 
Students, as early as middle school, will show interest in attending college; 
however what occurs in high school becomes most critical for the students’ 
interests to become a reality. 
Aspiration to attainment gap. In 2007, a middle school poll conducted 
for Association of Secondary School Principals and Phi Delta Kappa International 
stated a significant proportion of eighth grade students expressed an interest in 
pursuing some form of postsecondary education upon completing high school. 
Within four years, yet a smaller percentage of students transition into 
postsecondary education. There continues to be an inconsistency between a 
students’ enthusiasm for attending college and their understanding of the 
information and academic preparation needed during high school to successfully 
transition into postsecondary education. The primary reasons for this gap among 
minority and first-generation students include a lack of access to accurate 
information related to: (a) rigorous course-taking patterns and academic 
preparedness, (b) college admissions and (c) financial aid planning (Hoffman, 
2003; Conley, 2005, Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2003; Zeidner, 2006). Nationally, 
a larger number of students are entering postsecondary education than in previous 
years; however, the attainment gap continues to persist (Roderick, Nagaoka, & 
Coca 2009; SMEPAC, 2009). How students perform on achievement tests also 
affect the options they have after high school.  
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High-stakes test. In 2002, the state adopted a high-stakes test for high 
school students called the [State] Instrument to Measure Standards (SIMS). 
Students were required to pass in the areas of reading, writing, and mathematics 
to receive a high school diploma. Science was included as a core subject in 2008 
and currently is not a requirement for high school graduation. Since then, minority 
students, with the exception of Asian American students, have consistently scored 
well below in comparison to White students in all sections with a difference in 
mathematics by 28%, reading by 27%, writing by 19% and science by 29% 
(SMEPAC 2009, p. 11; [State] Department of Education, 2010). There has been 
much debate throughout the state about this test. The most significant criticism of 
the SIMS is that it measures basic skills competency versus college readiness. In 
2008 the state legislature established a state taskforce to examine the legitimacy 
of maintaining the SIMS as a high school graduation requirement for students, 
review the experiences of other states adopting high-stakes tests and provide 
recommendations to improve the state’s achievement test. The task force report 
(2009) concluded that the state’s high-stakes test was a measure of 10th grade 
competency skills and knowledge and not a measure of college and career 
readiness.  
This finding is disheartening due to the fact that minority students 
continue to lag behind in the state’s tenth grade competency test and minority, 
low-income students are the likely candidates and cause for overrepresentation in 
remediation courses if they obtain admission into postsecondary education. For 
those students who are not qualified for admission into a university and face 
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multiple remediation courses in community colleges, this academic barrier can 
create a “cool out” in their aspirations and they may settle for a less desired goal 
or may not complete their course of study at the community college (Deli-Amen 
& Rosenbaum, 2002). There are other factors that also restrict access into 
postsecondary education that requires further understanding.  
Access to postsecondary education. Urban high school districts 
interested in significantly increasing their student’s abilities to enter 
postsecondary education must address the dropout rate. Although the percentages 
do not appear to be alarming with a 2008 statewide average of 3.9%, the 
percentages grow among minority students with Hispanics at 4.3% and Native 
Americans at 8.2% faring the worst. Minority students account for 69% of all 
dropouts for the state, which is a total of 12,881 students. The number of students 
that drop out increases significantly as they progress from 7th grade through 12th 
grade , with the upper division years accounting for 12.6% of the dropouts 
([State] Department of Education, 2010). Additionally, although high school 
districts are graduating their students’, the state’s high-stakes test is not a measure 
of college and career readiness and high school districts look to other indicators. 
The districts can consider college entrance exam scores, meeting college entrance 
requirements, rigorous coursework and course remediation as strong indicators of 
college and career readiness (Conley 2005).  
Despite general increases in high school graduation rates, access to and 
success in postsecondary education is becoming challenging for minority 
students. Over the past 16 years, the data demonstrate minority eligibility to a four 
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year university has increased over time, yet most recently, in 2009, fewer than 
50% of all high school graduates met current college entrance requirements. 
Minority students averaged 31%, Hispanics at 35%, African Americans 32%, and 
Native Americans 26%. In terms of postsecondary enrollment including both 
public and private, minority students comprised 30% of the student matriculation 
(SMEPAC, 2009, p. 4).  
Given the national and state climate, it has become an expectation of 
urban high school districts that serve a large population of low-income, minority 
students that they not only graduate students but also ensure they are capable of 
excelling in postsecondary education (Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2009). Urban 
high school districts are preparing a demonstrable pipeline of first-generation 
students and yet these data indicate high school districts must develop different 
and meaningful policies and practices that will produce academically prepared 
students that gain admission and complete their postsecondary education goals 
(ESEA, 2010). How is this national and state imperative reflected at a local level? 
I introduce the urban high school district of this study that exemplifies the very 
challenges and opportunities presented and its aspirations to prepare all students 
to become college and career ready. 
An urban high school district ready for change. The ABC High School 
District is an urban district located in a large metropolitan area in the 
Southwestern U.S. The district serves over 25, 000 students in a total of 16 
comprehensive and specialized high schools. The racial demographics of the 
student population are 78% Hispanic, 10% African American, 6% Anglo, 3% 
   
12 
Native American, and 2% Asian. The district has 11% of its students in special 
education programs and over 16% of students are English language learners 
(ELLs), including a large refugee student population. Over 66 different primary 
languages are spoken in the students’ homes with Spanish having the largest 
representation at 60%. The district has a district-wide Title I federal designation, 
which is accompanied by additional federal funding to serve a significant 
proportion of financially disadvantaged students (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2008).  
In 2008, the ABC High School District embarked on a new education 
reform initiative focused on preparing all students to become college and career 
ready. The district undertook a major policy change and made a commitment to 
move students from high school completion to college and career ready, thus 
adopting college readiness as central to its mission. The mission provided by the 
school superintendent on the district website (2010) begins with “Our mission is 
preparing every student for success in college, career and life”… “We are creating 
a college and career prepared culture to transform our students’ dreams into 
reality. But college and career prepared must mean being ready to succeed in 
post-secondary settings, or our mission will fall short.”  
This college readiness reform initiative would begin to address the myriad 
issues faced by the district’s low postsecondary attendance and completion rates, 
high postsecondary remediation rates, low participation in advanced placement 
(AP) and other rigorous high school courses and programs. If the implementation 
of the district initiative demonstrates meaningful progress by increasing the skills, 
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knowledge, and support for every student, it will advance its mission and move 
closer to becoming a college and career ready district.  
College readiness for every student as an education reform strategy 
demonstrates the district’s commitment to its community. This commitment is 
expressed in the mission of the district. This study will document and analyze the 
experiences, perceptions, and contributions of the system actors district-wide and 
the district’s strengths and challenges at this early stage of the implementation 
process. High school districts pursuing this change will be better positioned to 
offer their students greater opportunities for personal, professional and economic 
prosperity. The academic readiness challenges faced by ABC High School 
District and its student population comprised of low-income, minority, and first-
generation students offer key learning for states serving similar populations and 
facing similar challenges. 
Purpose of the Study 
In light of the national, emerging statewide and local imperatives to ensure 
students are college and career ready and despite the many well intentioned 
education reforms prior to this reform to ensure education is an equalizer, 
challenges remain for urban high school districts to meet this standard (Hoffman, 
et al., 2007). The purpose of this study is to further explore how these challenges 
are being met by examining the college readiness education reform initiative 
effort underway at ABC High School District. Specifically, the study will address 
the following research questions: 
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1. How was the new district policy implemented?  
2. How do the system actors interpret the district’s new policy of 
becoming college and career ready?  
3. How does the new district policy guide the practices of the 
institutional actors?  
The findings of the study inform these research questions and deepen our 
learning related to the larger question posed by the federal report, “Blueprint for 
Reform”: How urban public schools can prepare increasingly diverse student 
populations for postsecondary opportunities and success? 
Overview of Methodology 
I conducted a qualitative in-depth phenomenological study to explore and 
understand how system actors within the largest non-unified urban high school 
district located in a large metropolitan area in the southwestern U.S. interact and 
respond to a new college readiness education reform initiative throughout the 
implementation process. The study included two comprehensive high schools 
within the urban high school district. Blue Sky and Desert Flower were selected 
according to specific criteria, which include the following: 
1. The student populations of each school have a diverse 
representation related to academic performance, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic status determined by free and reduced lunch 
percentage. 
2. Each school site voluntarily chose to participate in the newly 
approved state legislation that emphasizes the implementation 
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of a nationally and internationally recognized curricula for fall 
2011. 
3. Each school site offers college going events and activities. 
4. The principals are highly engaged and are willing to support 
the data collection portion of this study. 
5. Permission was received to gain access and entry into schools 
with full cooperation. 
Additional information about the school sites is provided in Chapter 3.  
The methodology of this study involved a team approach, in which I 
partnered with ASU doctoral student Lenay Dunn (Arizona State University 
Educational Leadership and Policy Studies) on data collection. We both worked 
on this similar topic in the same school district and high schools, using different 
theoretical frameworks and with different but complementary problem foci. 
Lenay and I shared in the outreach to the schools for the recruitment of 
participants. We co-conducted the interviews for the district leaders, high school 
principals, counselors and students. I conducted the interview with the union 
president and we each interviewed the teachers separately. We both distributed 
the communication to participants thanking them for their time. Refer to Chapter 
3 for greater detail. The advantages of engaging in this collaborative approach 
included the ability to collect a more comprehensive data set, while ensuring 
minimal disturbance for schools. We were also able to process and engage in 
analytic thinking throughout this stage (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). There are 
precedents in the literature for such an approach. Coburn, Bae, and Turner (2008) 
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conducted a study on the role of school leaders on shaping teacher sense-making. 
This study was approached as a collaborative team. Like the present research 
study, this study was qualitative and used a similar research design and data 
collection strategies that included interviews with system actors throughout the 
district.  
This study included a total of 23 participants and multiple sources of data. 
We conducted 18 individual interviews using Seidman’s  (2006) modified three-
part interview series to capture the lived experiences of the participants. The 
individual interviews included one union representative, district leadership (2), 
principals (2), counselors (9), and teachers (4). An interview was conducted with 
one student at Blue Sky and a focus group of four students at Desert Flower. 
Document reviews and observations were also included in the study. In my 
proposal, I had included an interview with a governing board member; however, 
after several unsuccessful attempts, we aborted this interview. The documents 
reviewed included governing board meeting minutes, school meeting minutes, 
district and school websites and student ECAPs. The observations included 
classroom instruction, governing board meetings, a district leadership meeting, 
school instructional leadership meetings, a school improvement meeting 
(Creswell 2009; Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
Definition of Key Terms 
 Key terms that are referenced throughout this study are defined in the 
section within which they first appear. I also provide definitions in this section for 
ease of referencing if desired. The first term is first-generation, which refers to 
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students who will be the first in their immediate family to purse and complete a 
college education. The second term is college readiness, for which I use the 
definition of David Conley (2008) and ACT (2005). College readiness is defined 
as students having the level of academic preparation to enter and succeed in 
postsecondary education without remediation in a college credit course (Conley, 
2008, p. 24; ACT, 2005, p. 3). The third term is postsecondary education, which 
is defined as higher education schooling that includes community college, 
certificate programs and universities. In addition, the term postsecondary 
education may be used interchangeably with college throughout this study. The 
last term is system actors, is a modification to the traditional definition of “district 
leaders.” This definition maintains that the district leadership should include 
principals and teachers. I also include counselors to this list as they are a vital part 
of students’ successful entry to postsecondary education. This enhanced definition 
highlights my view of the district role as an “organized collective” due to the 
interconnectedness between the district and policy implementation at the school-
level (Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurick, 2008).  
Limitations of the Study 
 It is important to acknowledge that this topic and school district are of 
personal and professional importance to me; my experiences pose potential 
limitations and biases for this study. I was a first-generation student and the first 
in my family to complete a college degree. I understand the challenges and the 
social capital students and families lack in order to pursue their dreams. I am a 
passionate advocate for low-income, minority, first-generation students and 
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families who aspire to advance their education. These students should have access 
to a myriad of postsecondary possibilities as opposed to encountering barriers and 
gatekeepers to postsecondary education and a better future. Professionally, I have 
been working with first-generation students for 15 years. For 13 years, I have 
been interacting, partnering with the district of this study in some capacity. I have 
viewed the challenges the district has faced over the years and I feel a 
commitment to continue to learn, work with and contribute my part to the efforts 
of this district. I pursue this study with a thoughtfully constructive and critical 
lens and hope to impart the findings for the improvement and advancement of this 
district’s college readiness initiative.  
 It is also important to address the fact that in this research study I sought 
to interview system actors to ascertain their perceptions of the reform and its 
implementation. I did not document empirically the reality of the reform’s 
implementation. As discussed in the concluding sections of the dissertation, such 
documentation would be an appropriate area of further research once the reform 
has been operable over a longer period of time.  
Significance of the Study 
 The education continuum for first-generation, low-income, minority 
students and their families looks quite different than that of students who come 
from affluent families. At a young age, minority students may aspire to “go to 
college”; however, as they continue with their education into high school they do 
not realize they will be ill prepared for the high expectations, culture and rigorous 
academic coursework in postsecondary education. This is evident in the barriers 
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with regard to college access and admission, high rates in remediation that 
adversely impacts college completion rates for this particular population (Attewell 
et al., 2006; Kirst & Venezia, 2004). The bottom line is the need to ensure first-
generation, low-income underrepresented students have access to the information, 
opportunities and resources. A majority of students and families will need to rely 
on public high schools for their academic preparation and the guidance on college 
and financial planning to move through high school college and career ready 
(Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2009).  
The national, statewide and local attention on college readiness gave me 
an opportunity to explore the intricacies of this type education reform initiative 
positioned within a compelling context. In this study, an urban high school district 
is dedicated to pursuing a district-wide college readiness initiative. This study 
explores the role of high school district-wide institutional actors in the 
implementation of this reform effort. The interactions, interpretations and actions 
of system actors have shed light on the complexity of this initiative and yields 
strengths, challenges and gaps associated with the implementation process.  
The findings of this study can serve as a feedback loop for the district and 
schools. Although this study is unique to this district, the findings might provide 
important learnings that can be shared with other urban districts with similar 
student demographics and aspire to or are embarking on their own district-wide 
college readiness education reform initiative. Last and equally important is the 
importance of sharing the findings with the students, families and other 
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stakeholders in the community. These stakeholders are influential to the success 
or failure of a high school district initiative (Firestone, 1989). 
Dissertation Overview 
The dissertation is organized in six chapters. Chapter 1 provides the 
background and rationale for this study. Chapter 2 incorporates the conceptual 
framework and literature review in support of this study. Chapter 3 describes the 
methodology adopted for this study. Chapters 4 and 5 outline the findings of the 
study and Chapter 6 concludes with a summary of the study and the implications 
on theory, future research, policy, and practice.  
In summary of Chapter 1, I introduced the American ideals of providing 
every child with a quality education that will afford them with the opportunities to 
experience a successful life. This is coupled with the national urgency to ensure 
all students have the academic skills to complete a postsecondary degree to meet 
the workforce demands of the 21st century. The challenge lies within the current 
realities of the K-12 public school system at the state and local level. Urban 
school districts continue to experience severe financial cuts and struggle with 
providing a quality education for the most vulnerable student population they 
serve - minority, low-income, and first-generation students, especially when they 
comprise over 50% of the K-12 student population (SMEPAC, 2009). The state 
has a high poverty rate, low scores on student high-stakes tests and low high 
school graduation rates for minority students. Although these students aspire to 
enter postsecondary education, they often lack access to college planning and 
academic preparation in high school to successfully transition into postsecondary 
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education without the need for course remediation. To address these challenges 
and opportunities faced in the educational system, school districts play a critical 
role in the implementation of systemic reform initiatives that can positively 
impact the academic experiences and postsecondary opportunities for all students 
(Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich, 2008) 
As a pathway into the scholarly literature and theoretical framework 
informing my study, in Chapter 2, I provide my personal experience that informs 
how I conceptualized this study. I speak to the historical perspective of the three 
waves of education reform to date, and provide an overview of college readiness, 
and introduce the four roles that district and system actors have in implementing 
an education reform effort: (a) establishing policy coherence, (b) providing 
instructional leadership, (c) reorienting the organization and (d) maintaining a 
focus on sustainability and institutionalization of reform efforts. I close this 
chapter by framing this study with Karl Weick’s (1976) loose coupling 
organizational theory, which is specifically positioned within the educational 
system. I examine how this theory provides the lens to further explore the 
experiences of district-wide institutional actors in this study.  
Chapter 3 explains the methodology of this qualitative, in-depth 
phenomenological interview study, which includes the design and rationale for 
my study, data collection strategies, data analysis strategies, consent and ethical 
considerations, and limitations of this study.  
Chapter 4 presents the findings of this qualitative study. I identified four 
major themes:  (a) building capacity of actors, (b) communication, (c) policy and 
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politics, and (d) academic rigor and high expectations. Chapter 5 presents the 
additional findings that are specific to the counselor and student experiences. 
Chapter 6 concludes with a summary of the findings and the implications on 
research, policy and practice.  
I now turn to Chapter 2 and present the literature review and theoretical 
framework which grounds my study.
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CHAPTER 2 
Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
In this chapter, I begin by introducing my personal experience and interest 
for this study. This is followed by a brief historical overview of education reform 
with an emphasis on college readiness and the latest reform interest from the 
federal, state and local level. I will then discuss the key role districts can have in 
effectively implementing education reform initiatives. Last, I will introduce the 
theoretical framework for which this study is centered based on the seminal work 
of Karl E. Weick’s Loose Coupling Organizational Theory of 1976. 
Literature Review 
Personal Experience  
 According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), the first anchor of a conceptual 
framework is the researcher’s experience in practice. One’s personal experience 
shapes their interest and perspective in a chosen research study. I share a brief 
personal biography to illustrate the relevance of my experience to this research 
topic of interest (Van Manen, 1990). I grew up in a small town with two parents 
and I am the oldest of four children. My parents always believed education was 
important, always explained its importance throughout my childhood, and going 
to college was an expectation. My parents did not have the opportunity to attend 
college due to familial responsibilities at a young age; however they were a great 
support system.  
Throughout my K-12 experience, I enjoyed school and I took advantage of 
all opportunities. I became involved with the Upward Bound Program during high 
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school and thus became more knowledgeable about planning for college. The 
Upward Bound Program prepares first-generation students during high school for 
college admissions as well as becoming acclimated to the culture of college and 
gain the necessary academic skills to be successful. This was my first encounter 
with the term first-generation. The program was especially important because my 
parents were not knowledgeable in guiding me with this process but they were 
extremely supportive. This is a typical experience for students and their families 
pursuing a college education (Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2009; Zeidner, 2006). I 
had good grades, had completed the required courses to be admitted into college 
and I believed I was ready for college. The summer before my freshmen year in 
college, I participated in a summer bridge program for first-generation minority 
students that offered courses to acclimate students prior to the fall 
commencement. During this time, I placed into a pre-English 101 and realized 
that I was not as prepared as I had imagined and wondered why did my high 
school not prepare me?   
Throughout my undergraduate years, I sought programs that were 
designed for first-generation minority students to assist me in navigating this new 
experience. I struggled indeed; however, with supportive family and university 
support services, and my tenacity, I completed my degree. Throughout my 
undergraduate years, I also became involved with the K-12 schools and their 
surrounding communities by regularly volunteering to work with afterschool 
programs, mentored students, and provide campus tours. It was meaningful for me 
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to introduce to younger students the idea about “going to college” and sharing my 
story. I also guided students through the college planning and preparation process.  
My lived experience significantly shaped my worldview and it became a 
personal and a professional desire to work with youth, families and schools. My 
personal experience in not unique, quite unfortunately. Many students and 
families are in similar situations. Currently, our public school system serves over 
50% of first-generation students and school districts continue to struggle to 
provide them with a quality education that will help them gain admittance to 
postsecondary institutions. I understand the challenges students and families face 
to have a better life.  
Professionally, I have devoted more than 15 years working with public 
schools serving low-income, minority, and first-generation communities and 
aspire to continue to advocate on their behalf. I continue to be invested in working 
with urban public high schools such as the district and schools participating in my 
study. I hope that I can contribute important learnings for the district and its 
community to advance their mission to prepare all students to become ready for 
college and their chosen career in life. My discovery of this topic through my own 
personal experience provides the context for my literature review of education 
reform and conceptual framework.  
Waves of Education Reform 
 Interest in reforming the education system has had a longstanding history 
since the early 19th century and over the years these efforts have offered minimal 
improvements in schools because they are situated within an educational policy 
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system that is fragmented, complex and multi-layered and multi-pronged (Cuban, 
1990; Smith & O’Day, 1990). As Cuban (1990) states the familiarity and 
recurrence of education reform, however fragmented and siloed, continues to be 
of high interest to policy makers and practitioners. Policy makers are quick to 
offer explanations for the ills of schools and the need for reform. These 
explanations may generally be offered from personal experiences, biases, and 
assumptions and with uncertainty as to the consideration given to historical 
research on previous education reform efforts when establishing new policy. The 
interest critics have in education reform speaks to the failed attempts of schools to 
provide justification for the need for change. These approaches from both policy 
makers and critics provide the rationale for continuing to pursue education reform 
without recognition of the fractured educational policy system and its historical 
context.  
Clearly, policymaking is powerful and attempted at all levels of 
government from federal, state and district and can positively or negatively 
impact how and what occurs in schools for the benefit of student academic 
success. This study reviews policymaking and its implementation at a local school 
district-level, but with an acknowledgement of federal and state interest and 
activity. Briefly, the current waves of education reform are illustrated then the 
discussion is transitioned to college readiness and onto the key roles districts 
perform in education reform.  
Education reform in the U.S. can be described in three recent waves within 
the 20th century. The first wave of reforms occurred between the early and late 
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1980s and was characterized as a focused on top-down initiatives, state mandates 
and included the expansion or improvements of educational inputs such as 
increasing high school graduation requirements, and school days and improving 
teachers (Desimone, 2002; Rorrer et al., 2008; Smith & O’Day, 1990). Included 
during this period of reform was development of basic skills for students by 
emphasizing curriculum and graduation tests, which we now refer to as high-
stakes tests. The second wave occurred toward the late 1980s and into the 1990s. 
This wave of reform focused conversely on bottom-up efforts, embraced 
decentralization, professionalization, and placed emphasis on the change process 
at the school-level. These efforts also sought engagement from teachers as they 
were in the position to have the greatest possible impact on instruction and 
students (Desimone, 2002; Rorrer et al., 2008; Smith & O’Day, 1990). The third 
wave, between the 1990s to the present has addressed the need for a more 
coherent systemic strategy that would marry the two former reforms. This would 
allow reformers the ability to establish the conditions for change to occur for large 
scale impact reaching many students and schools. This wave could create the 
greatest impact for a school district. Standards based reform and high-stakes tests 
take center stage during this wave of reform initiatives and will continue to take a 
leading role as evident with the newly created common core state standards, 
which the state of this study adopted in 2010. All states with the exception of 
Texas, Nebraska, Virginia, Minnesota and Alaska have embraced the common 
core state standards (Rorrer et al., 2008; Smith & O’Day, 1990; [State] 
Department of Education, 2011). College readiness is also an emerging education 
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reform effort that is taking a greater presence, at the national and state levels and 
filtering into high school districts.  
Throughout the three waves of reform, teachers, governing boards, 
universities, state and federal policy, and schools especially, representing both 
external stakeholders and educational system actors have played a central role 
throughout these waves of reform; school districts, however, have not been fully 
recognized historically as having a significant role in leading reform efforts 
(Cuban, 1984; Firestone, 1989; Massell, 2000; Rorrer et al. 2008). Cuban (1984) 
stresses the need to understand the broader perspective of school districts and 
their vital contributions to lead its schools toward meaningful change. He also 
asserts that it is rarely acknowledged that schools are nested within the district, 
which provides the support and flexibility that is reflected in how they are 
connected and coupled.  
The ever-lasting barrier to long-term, sustainable schools is the 
fragmentation that exists within the structure of the educational policy system that 
is complex and multi-layered. This system creates conflicting formal and informal 
policies at federal, state and local levels and with unrealistic expectations for 
immediate results. These challenges position projects to become short-lived and 
policymakers and other educational leaders search for the next panacea (Cuban, 
1990; Smith & O’Day, 1990). Conversely, the ideal structure would be a coherent 
system focused on long-term goals and loosely coupled strategies and with 
purposeful coordination. This approach would lead toward institutionalization and 
sustainability of education reform efforts (Smith & O’Day, 1990). As college 
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readiness emerges as the latest reform initiative, it appears to have bipartisan 
political support; however the actions at the state level and within school districts 
will determine its future. Based on historical accounting, longevity has escaped 
the reach of many and will continue in this trend unless the educational policy 
system learns from past reforms and adjusts accordingly. What does it mean for 
students to become college and career ready?  
College Readiness 
According to Conley (2005) high schools have been designed to graduate 
students from high school and not necessarily to prepare all them for college 
admission and success. For the students who have successfully transitioned into 
college, they must demonstrate a level of readiness defined as “the degree to 
which previous educational and personal experiences have equipped them 
(students) for the expectations and demands they will encounter in college” 
(Conley, 2008, p. 24). Conley’s (2008) framework for college readiness has four 
facets: (a) key cognitive strategies, (b) key content knowledge, (c) academic 
behaviors, and (d) contextual skills and knowledge also known as “college 
knowledge.”  
The first facet is focused on cognitive strategies such as problem solving, 
analysis, and reasoning, and key to first year success in college. These strategies 
were identified in first year college courses. The second facet addresses the 
content knowledge in the core academic areas of discipline, such as mathematics, 
English and science that can translate to greater skill development across multiple 
disciplines. The third facet, academic behaviors of students, includes time 
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management, help seeking behavior, study skills, work habits, and awareness and 
reflection of academic performance. Students’ developing this facet demands a 
greater understanding of their own actions and intentions for effective application 
of these behaviors when they enter postsecondary education. The fourth facet is 
“college knowledge” or the information and resources students need to acquire 
about the college application and financial aid process as well as having 
reasonable familiarity with the college environment. Financial aid is a significant 
factor for students and their families’ decisions about attending college. Families 
of first-generation are interested early in the students’ education about how to 
fund their education; however, they find it difficult to gather information and 
receive assistance in completing the process (Zeidner, 2006).  
The first two facets of engaging students in a highly rigorous academic 
experience is largely the responsibility of K-12. Elementary school districts 
provide foundational academic skills and high school districts continue to provide 
students’ access to a rigorous course offering. The rigorous curriculum track has 
historically been selective to a small core of students versus giving all students the 
access to this academic experience. High school students also lack access to 
courses that provide college credit, such as advanced placement (AP) or 
concurrent and dual enrollment courses offered by the community college system 
(Hoffman, 2003; Oakes, 2005). The last two facets are largely the responsibility 
of students and can be, particularly challenging for first-generation students to 
acquire if they have very limited opportunity to develop college going skills and 
tools and interaction with adults who have attained a college degree. Students and 
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families become heavily reliant on their schools for information, resources, and 
development of skills, therefore school districts must assess their organizational 
and structural conditions to meet their needs and eliminate that which may be 
adversely affecting students and families (Conley, 2008; Holland & Farmer-
Hinton 2009; Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009).  
District Leadership in Education Reform 
Over the past two decades, school based reform has been the focal point of 
education reform research (Smith & O’Day, 1991). Additionally, schools, 
teachers, universities, and state and federal policy have been recognized as having 
played a role throughout the three waves of reform previously mentioned, yet the 
most glaring omission in the literature is the widely accepted viewpoint that the 
role and ability of high school districts to lead education reform efforts within 
their schools is minimal (Cuban, 1984; Firestone, 1989; Massell, 2000; Rorrer et 
al., 2008). For the purpose of this study, I use the enhanced definition of system 
actors provided by Rorrer et al. (2008). Traditionally, district is defined as 
referring to the superintendent, governing board, and district administrators. The 
enhanced definition views a district as an “organized collective” which also 
includes the principal and teachers due to their role and linkage between district 
and school and policy implementation (p. 311). I extend the definition to 
incorporate counselors as they play an important role for the district initiative.  
School districts do play a central role in education reform and more 
specifically in implementing a reform that is systemic and coherent (Madda, 
Halverson, & Gomez, 2007; Rorrer et al., 2008; Smith & O’Day, 1990). In 2008, 
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Rorrer et al. conducted an extensive review of the literature focused on the role of 
the district in education reform over the past 20 years. I utilize the research of 
Rorrer, Skyrla, and Scheurick’s (2008), which consists of a compilation of 
research studies and literature reviews, to articulate three of the four key roles 
provided by district leadership. Over time, these roles have demonstrated effective 
implementation of education reform initiatives. For the fourth key role, I 
incorporate the research of Anderson and Stieglebaure (2004). The key roles are 
as follows: (a) establishing policy and program implementation coherence (b) 
providing instructional leadership (c) reorienting the organization (d) maintaining 
a focus on sustainability and institutionalization. The inclusion of this fourth role 
supports the challenge districts face in achieving sustainability of their reforms 
yet is quite necessary for district plans to incorporate this fourth role given 
expectations from the state and federal levels to attain sustainability and 
accountability. The fourth role identified by Rorrer et al. (2008) was to maintain 
an equity focus. Although I firmly believe this is an important role and must be 
further explored, it is outside the scope of my study. The four key areas are 
discussed more fully below.  
District role: Establish policy and program implementation 
coherence. District leaders are viewed as responsible for aligning federal and 
state policy to district-level policy to assure compliance of mandates and then 
adapted by the district to support their new reform versus becoming incompatible 
and impeding progress. School districts should then link the policies to the needs 
and demands of their schools and the external community to the intended outcome 
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of the district reform (Rorrer et al., 2008). District leaders that can construct 
alignments across federal and state levels to their localized effort establish policy 
coherence and become well positioned to implement a coherent reform initiative.  
 Firestone (1989) and McLaughlin (1987) explain there are certain 
functions that need to be performed by schools districts to strengthen program 
coherence for effective implementation of new policy. This becomes important as 
districts and schools work collective to prepare for the transmission of policy. The 
first function districts ought to perform is to create and promote the vision, 
mission and outcomes of the new policy and explain its alignment to district 
goals. This new vision must be communicated initially in conceptual terms and 
throughout implementation demonstrate how it is being operationalized so that 
system actors are well informed of the changes in organizational and instructional 
practices and procedures such as working on course sequence, tests, textbooks, 
and assessment and evaluation tools. The second function is identifying, re-
evaluating and redirecting resources to support the initiative. Resources are in the 
form of financial, personnel, time, materials, equipment and facilities. The third 
function is to provide guided pressure and support throughout the implementation 
process. Pressure is helpful in keeping a focus on the reform effort especially 
when aspects of the implementation process are still vague and not clearly 
described. District support enables implementation and assists with the change 
process as it is always difficult and often generates uncertainty and additional 
stress for system actors. Allowing reasonable time for the change process to 
unfold and wrapped with continuous communication and support from system 
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leaders also eases the transition. The fourth function is monitoring the reform 
effort in part because it is an iterative and non-linear process with decisions and 
adjustments, and challenges arising throughout. Other aspects of monitoring 
include creating feedback loops, analyzing data, and handling difficult 
disturbances from system actors or externally.  
The collective work and oversight of the district functions support the 
transmission of the policy at the school site. The school leaders are key in this 
transition. Smith and O’Day (1990) recognize effective school leaders provide a 
streamlined alignment of the school’s vision, mission, and goals to the curriculum 
content, structure and resources. The mission of the school can establish the 
criteria and justification for the appropriate selection of the curriculum, 
professional development, and assessments. The former and latter can create the 
optimal conditions for the school to be able to provide students with the 
knowledge and skills to be successful.  
District role: Providing instructional leadership. Over the years, the 
superintendent’s role has evolved from simply supervisory duties to one of 
instructional leader. More importantly, the district-level instructional leadership 
responsibility has broadened to include additional central office administrators 
who are partially or solely focused in this particular area. This movement toward 
a shared responsibility is due to the need for district leadership to have an 
increased knowledge to improve instruction and learning beyond superficial 
recognition of instructional effectiveness and to guide teachers to reconceptualize 
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the new knowledge and skills students will now need to learn to become college 
and career ready (Smith & O’Day, 1990).  
Policy success is dependent on the district’s ability to generate 
organizational will and capacity to engage in the implementation process of the 
reform. Firestone (1989) refers to “organizational will to the commitment to a 
decision and capacity refers to the wherewithal to actually implement the 
decision.” (p. 157). District administrators can develop will and capacity via 
instructional leadership by investing time and a commitment to continuous 
communication throughout the change process.  
Garnering organizational will from the system actors entails guiding a 
shift in the attitudes, beliefs, and motivations, which actors can welcome or 
sabotage. The shift begins to occur when the system actors assess the new reform 
initiative and declare its value and applicability to their work in schools or not. 
For system actors finding more difficult to make the shift, the guided pressure 
may be necessary to keep momentum of the implementation process. The 
additional pressure at times may prove to help system actors make progress by 
taking action first to then influence a shift in their beliefs. This is also supported 
in Weick’s (1976) assertion that intentions may not always precede actions but 
quite the opposite may be more accurate. Districts effective at generating will also 
able to articulate to schools and the community the need to make a “commitment” 
to fully support and engage in a policy reform (Firestone, 1989; McLaughlin, 
1987; Rorrer et al., 2008).  
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 It is also vital to further develop the capacity of staff to implement the 
reform initiative, which is quite difficult to address in new reforms  Having 
organization capacity is determined by the district’s ability to provide the 
knowledge, skills, personnel and resources to carry out the decisions. To carry out 
the policy, teams must be formed; appropriate resources need to be allocated, 
engaged in the aforementioned functions (e.g. vision, mission communication, 
resources, pressure and support, and monitoring of plan), and maintain an 
organized collective approach to implementation to ensure district to school 
connections are strong (Firestone, 1989; Rorrer et al., 2008). District instructional 
leadership then generates instructional program coherence within the district-wide 
implementation plan. This work becomes valuable in preparing students for 
academic success and enables the district initiative to become sustainable.  
Instructional program coherence is recognized as assisting organizations to 
knit activities and efforts together to ensure alignment to district goals. Specific to 
teaching and student learning, the role of the district is vital in that they provide 
resources and direction to their schools in their pursuit of instructional program 
coherence. Instructional program coherence entails (a) developing and agreeing 
on a common instructional framework that will guide curriculum, teaching, 
assessments, professional development and learning climate and culture (b) 
creating a supportive working environment for staff throughout implementation of 
the instructional framework (c) aligning resources and work responsibilities to the 
instructional framework and organizational goals. Overall, instructional program 
coherence forces district leaders to review and address previous and current 
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conflicting or duplicated effort to ensure collective progress toward instructional 
and organizational policy coherence of goals which is difficult for leaders to 
accomplish (Madda et al., 2007; Newman, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001).  
In summary, school districts must provide coordination and oversight by 
planning, communicating, and realigning organizational practices toward the new 
reform. Throughout this process, district must provide assurances to schools so 
they will have the financial resources, student data, and the professional 
development to increase skills and knowledge needed to purse the new reform 
(Rorrer et al., p. 318). These elements are also necessary in sustaining reform over 
time especially when resources become scarce (Datnow, 2005; Madda et al., 
2007; Rorrer et al., 2008).  
 District role: Reorienting the organization. Districts engaged in 
education reform must also shift the direction of the organization by reviewing 
and retooling its “structures and processes,” its “culture” and the 
reconceptualization of the knowledge and skills that students need to learn and in 
teaching and learning overall (Rorrer et al., 2008; Smith & O’Day, 1990). As 
efforts are underway, the process to begin shifting the district-wide culture will 
require the enhancement of system actor beliefs, expectations and norms. 
McLaughlin (1987) drives the point that progress in the organizational culture is 
evident when system actors can interpret and act upon the policy. When system 
actors respond positively to the reform effort they undergo changes from their 
professional and personal motivations. System actors that view the reform 
negatively may resist due to the lack of meeting both levels of motivation or their 
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belief is that the new reform is not of quality, or simply uncertain about the 
outcomes for themselves or students.  
    District role: Maintaining a focus on sustainability and 
institutionalization. When local level education reform efforts demonstrate 
success, there is interest to sustain and institutional the work and replicate its 
success across other schools within a district. There is limited research that 
informs the length of time schools have sustained their reform effort, which is 
viewed as an indicator of success. What does appear constant among education 
reform efforts is the focus on the goal that includes a strong commitment to whole 
school reform designs, increased student achievement for all, higher expectations 
of students and the advancement of skills and knowledge they should be learning, 
and an emphasis placed on proactively addressing remediation issues (Datnow, 
2005).  
 Viewing sustainability and institutionalization of reform efforts more 
broadly, policy makers, practitioners, school districts, universities and community 
are especially interested in these features. They have become common language. 
When sustainability of reform is discussed it is generally in terms of its longevity 
and whether it has been institutionalized by becoming an established practice in 
the district or school after initial implementation. Anderson and Stiegelbauer 
(1994) identify when the change has become institutionalized it “got built in to 
ongoing use and organizational structures.” (p. 280). Most recently, research in 
this area has used the term sustainability whereas previous literature used the term 
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institutionalization. These two terms are interconnected as one must be achieved 
to reach the other (Datnow, 2005). 
 The sustainability of reform is also dependent on changes in contextual 
conditions in the policy and political environment. How the institutional actors 
respond and manage these changes helps inform decisions as to whether and how 
to stay the course with the adopted reform and sustain the effort. These changes 
could also provide the rationale for delaying or halting the reform. Datnow (2005) 
found that delving further to review internal activity of schools showed 
disconnectedness toward the reorientation of organization’s structures, processes 
and culture (Rorrer et al., 2008). District support and funding or the lack of, to 
support implementation were also in some scenarios, the cause for abandoning 
reform. Consideration should be given to the type of reform chosen and its 
adaptability to district and external influences. Addressing funding issues 
proactively prior to implementation of the chosen reform could alleviate the 
challenges of institutionalizing and sustaining it over time (Datnow, 2005).  
 Datnow (2005) underscore the importance of understanding the process of 
integrating the reform in the organizational structure and norms for 
institutionalization to occur. The three conditions are (a) structural: the reform is 
visibly recognized in the organizations; (b) procedural: the activities and practices 
become incorporated into procedures; and (c) cultural: the organizational values 
and norms become widely accepted and adopted. Cuban (1992; as cited in 
Datnow, 2005), enhances our understanding of lasting reforms by suggesting that 
districts having the organizational capacity can accomplish the conditions 
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mentioned above and within the context of environmental uncertainty. Yonezawa 
and Stringfield (2000; as cited in Datnow, 2005), discovered that the political and 
community support were integral to the school’s sustained reform effort lasting 
more than eight years. The building of a reform support infrastructure at the 
district, community and state level is important to the successful implementation 
and sustainability of education reform (Anderson & Stiegelbauer, 1994; Datnow, 
2005; Firestone, 1989). 
   Datnow’s (2005) four-year longitudinal study of an urban school district 
with 13 comprehensive schools that implemented comprehensive school reform 
models concluded that some schools maintained longevity whereas others did not 
(p. 123). Schools that sustained their reform efforts were more like to have some 
level of continuity of leadership, but not exclusively. School principals that 
personalized their reform and brought it to schools for their feedback on 
determining school fit was most effective versus having school staff attend an 
impersonal event with no feeling of customization to their school. Last, schools 
that demonstrated having the commitment from stakeholders, the structures and 
culture of the school, reflected the change they wanted to achieve via their reform 
effort.  
Districts face many challenges throughout the implementation of an 
education reform initiative. The reason for which district-level implementation is 
difficult includes the variability of implementation and culture at different 
schools, the geographic locations may have differing circumstances, turnover 
rates of superintendents and principals may halt reform activities until the school 
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board and the district hire a successor to continue the reform effort or decide to 
move in a different direction. Additionally, state and federal involvement in 
educational policy related to standards and accountability heavily influence 
school districts (Datnow, 2005; Smith & O’Day, 1990; Cuban, 1998, 1990).  
Conceptual Framework 
Educational organizations are highly complex, with many moving parts 
that may or may not be linked and yet distinct. Cuban (1990) reminds us that 
educational systems are distinct from non profit or business organizations. 
Educational systems are reliant on a tax base, need to retain support from multiple 
constituencies and their governance structure is reliant on lay policymakers from 
their surrounding communities.  
As previously discussed, the four roles that districts serve in education 
reform are to (a) establish policy and program coherence, (b) provide instructional 
leadership (c) reorient the organization and (d) maintain a focus on sustainability 
and institutionalization. These four roles are interrelated and connected with many 
elements vertically and horizontally influencing each other. Historically, research 
on district-level reform has been lacking compared to school-based reform 
(Rorrer et al., 2008). The consideration to explore the portrayal of school districts 
as key implementers of an education reform initiative is framed by Karl Weick’s 
(1976) loose coupling organizational theory. The concepts within this theory help 
understand and elaborate on the interactions across the system actors in pursuit of 
the new education reform. 
   
42 
In this section, I explain how I use loose coupling organizational theory to 
ground this empirical study of a district’s role in implementing an education 
reform initiative and the interpretations and actions of all system actors within the 
district. I provide an introduction of this theory, which includes a succinct 
comparison to business organizations, the types of couplings, the mechanisms and 
elements involved in the couplings, the functions and benefits of loose coupling to 
school districts. This organizational theory offers an alternative explanation that 
closely reflects the educational systems that is not captured in the organizational 
theories that focus on business like organizations.  
Loose Coupling Organizational Theory 
Weick’s (1976) organizational theory offers greater insight into 
understanding the complexity of educational organizations by introducing the idea 
that they are loosely coupled non-linear systems. Loose coupling theory is defined 
as the elements within an educational organization are responsive and connected 
within the system yet maintain their own identity and independence (p. 3). The 
term “loose” in loose coupling refers to the nature and intensity of elements and 
their interdependence within the hierarchical levels of authority. The term 
“coupling” refers to the responsiveness of elements whether they change abruptly 
or planned and are able to maintain a degree of independence (Orton & Weick, 
1990). Additionally, the patterns and degrees the coupling are to be considered as 
they influence whether existing elements are merged, dissolved, or newly created 
at any given point in time. This definition more closely reflects the education 
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systems and is a departure from their previous descriptions defined in terms of 
traditional, business like organizations.  
Differences: Educational versus business organizations. Business 
organizations are generally viewed as rational with tight linkages or tight coupling 
throughout the organization. Businesses adopt rationalized procedures of “cost 
benefit analysis, division of labor, authority invested in office, job descriptions, 
and evaluation and reward systems” (1976, p. 1). These rational practices rely on 
identifying the one most efficient way to accomplish organizational goals with all 
actors understanding clearly what their specific roles are in this process. These 
rational practices are expressed in a linear progression offering limited capacity 
for innovation, variation, and adaptation.  
School systems are clearly a different type of organization and rarely 
adopt these rigid rational practices whereby each system actor has one specific 
role and one specific approach to accomplishing its goals. It is important to note 
that the use of the term “rational” in describing business organizations does not 
imply irrationality or negative impressions on the part of educational 
organizations. Weick (1976) explores this phenomenon with a set of ideas with 
which educational organizations could better understand their own complexity 
and non linearity expressed throughout the system. Weick’s (1976) explanation 
offers a more accurate depiction of how educational organizations operate in 
comparison to traditional, tightly coupled, rational “non educational” 
organizations.  
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Types of coupling. Research introduces three types of coupling: loose, 
tight, and varied. Loosely coupled systems as shared earlier, is described in terms 
of the responsiveness and distinctiveness of the elements. In a tightly coupled 
system there is responsiveness and minimal distinctiveness among elements. A 
variably coupled system is responsive, adaptive and sustains diversity as to how 
elements interact and are coupled (Lotto, 1983; Orten & Weick 1990; Rorrer et 
al., 2008).  
Coupling mechanisms and elements. There are two main coupling 
mechanisms that generate the identification of organizational elements. First, the 
task induced coupling mechanism includes tasks, events/activities, roles, persons, 
technology, and territory. Authority of office is the second coupling mechanism 
that includes positions, offices, responsibilities, opportunities, rewards, and 
accountability. Both coupling mechanisms construct the organization; however 
the latter mechanism maintains the cohesion of the organization.  
This theory introduces two coupling elements that can be found present in 
school districts today. The first element is that of means and ends. Although each 
institutional actor has a role within a school district, there is less rigidity as to how 
the actor should approach her/his role. This coupled element suggests that there 
are multiple means that may accomplish the same end, which is the pre-
determined goal or outcome. The loose coupling within this element is evident in 
the notion that there are varied approaches or pathways that can connect to and 
produce the intended outcome. These elements more closely describe the 
interactions and complexities of school systems as compared to business 
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organizations. The second element is that of intentions and actions, which are 
described as loosely coupled by March and Olsen (1975) in Weick (1976). This 
element may explain why intentions among units or actors do not always imply a 
direct, tight coupling of actions. On the contrary, understanding the actions among 
actors and units may accurately inform us about genuine intentions (p. 4). In 
addition, recognizing what is not occurring or in this case what is counter intuitive 
and observing this as intently as to what is occurring throughout the district is also 
important.  
Functions of a loosely coupled system. The functions of a loosely 
coupled system provide many potential benefits to school districts engaged in 
education reform. Listed below are the strengths of this system. While I discuss 
tightly coupling to offer a comparison; this does not imply either is preferred 
rather, my goal is to provide a full understanding of coupling systems.  
Loose coupling does not need to respond to each minor problem or change 
that arises in the environment. For instance, governing board members vote on 
many topics throughout the year and if a particular member votes differently than 
the overall interest of the board, school or community, the board member is safe 
from dismissal of her/his position due to being elected to serves a specified term.  
Loose coupling allows elements to have greater awareness of and make 
independent judgment decisions about their surrounding environment than is 
found in a tightly coupled system because there are fewer independent elements 
(Datnow, 2005); however, a tightly coupled system could become acutely reliant 
on short-lived reform interests from the environment.  
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Loosely coupled systems may be ideal for local adaptiveness and make 
necessary adjustments within the elements without affecting the entire system 
because they are loosely connected and preserve their own identities. A tightly 
coupled system, on the other hand, promotes standardization.  
This type of system can also foster a culture supportive of innovation and 
diversity of solutions because of its individual identity, separateness, which is 
absent in a tightly coupled system. This system is conducive of an environment 
that supports greater sense of autonomy and self-efficacy among the institutional 
actors.  
Loosely coupled systems are not affected by dysfunctions or breakdowns 
within the elements because they can be addressed in isolation; however, a chain 
reaction of weakening influences may occur because of the influence a defective 
element can have on the functioning element causing a cyclical pattern. In a 
tightly coupled system, the identification and excision of the defective part can be 
dressed rather quickly.  
This system requires limited coordination among actors and certain 
activities and may reduce inconsistencies or conflicts, whereas tight coupling 
systems might argue for this exact response. School districts are not burdened by 
extraordinary costs that may be associated with tightly coupled coordination.  
Loosely coupled system in an urban high school district. The loosely 
coupled system organizational theory provides the framework for this study. 
Weick’s (1976) work is applicable to the interactions between the four key roles 
the district is to perform in order to advance their college readiness initiative.  
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The four key roles will guide the research as to how a large urban high 
school district implements a new district-wide education reform initiative and 
how the various institutional actors interpret and act upon the new initiative. All 
institutional actors throughout the school district play a role in advancing or not 
advancing the district’s new policy. For this study, the system actors include the 
union representative, superintendent, assistant superintendent, principals, 
counselors, teachers, and students. This framework allowed for the identification 
of the actors and their role and activities related to the types of interactions 
upward and downward among each and how they are coupled and to what extent 
are they responsive, adaptive, or distinctive. More specifically, this study allows 
for greater understanding of the nature and the intensity of the coupling that is 
observed.  
Weick’s (1976) work is applicable to the four key roles districts perform 
in advancing their policies. Observations of loosely coupled activities should 
include the understanding of what is and is not occurring throughout the district. 
Furthermore, tight coupling that occurs in one part of the system may be due to 
the loose coupling occurring in a different part of the system. This suggests it is 
important to understand the patterns and variability of tight and loose couplings 
that produce specific outcomes.  
The work of this study is guided by Weick’s (1976) theory to explore the 
district’s interactions and the types of patterns and degrees of coupling found 
among the system actors related to how they interpret and act upon the new 
policy. Figure 1, provides a graphic representation of the system actors involved 
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in this study. In addition, important to this study is to understand the intentions 
and actions among system actors. There are natural couplings among actors, such 
as superintendent to union representative, governing board members and 
principals: principals to counselors, teachers, students and families: counselors 
and teachers to students and families. There are other couplings that may be 
intentional, spontaneous or nonexistent and merit further exploration as well, such 
as superintendent to teachers and counselors (Weick, 1976). 
 
Figure 1. System actors in a high school district. 
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Contributions to the Field 
The context of our current educational environment makes this study quite 
timely and well positioned to provide meaningful findings to the education 
community. Today, K-12 education finds itself in quite a different scenario with a 
different outcome as determined by a federal imperative to focus on preparing all 
students to become college and career ready, which has been partly driven by the 
economy and workforce development needs of the 21st century as discussed in 
Chapter 1. Previously, the outcome emphasized was basic skills development, 
student achievement for successful high school completion and no determined 
accountability for their students to be successful in postsecondary education.  
This goal will continue to be assessed by student achievement; however, 
this is now based on national common core state standards that measure college 
readiness of students. Other indicators of success that school districts will now be 
integrating, more slowly, beyond the national common core standards, are college 
readiness benchmarks that include college entrance exams (ACT/SAT), 
matriculation rates into postsecondary attendance and graduation, as well as 
remediation rates in postsecondary education. In the state in which this study 
takes place, school districts will need to fully implement the national common 
core standards in mathematics and English language arts by the 2013-2014 
academic year. 
The effective schools reform and comprehensive school reform (CSR) 
gained the most traction from significant financial investments from the federal 
government to scale implementation to K-12 nationally. Title I regulation was 
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modified to allow these funds to be directed to adopt effective schools and 
comprehensive school reform models (Edmonds, 1979; Cuban, 1998; Datnow, 
2005). What the previous two education reform initiatives share in common with 
the new college readiness initiative of the ABC High School District is their  
intention to improve student achievement for all students, especially low-income, 
minority students in a whole school strategy and Title I funds can continue to be 
used to fund reform initiatives. One important distinction of the previous federal 
financial support of the former reform models is there appears to be no additional 
funding to implement the current reform effort to the same degree of the former 
reforms (Desimone, 2002).  
School districts throughout the state will be leading their schools toward a 
change in academic standards. ABC High School District is embarking on a larger 
scale, college readiness initiative and this study has the opportunity to capture the 
story of this district given recent literature affirms the role of high school districts 
as instrumental in implementing education reform despite greater interest in 
school-level, school-based reform (Cuban, 1984; Firestone, 1989; Massell, 2000; 
Rorrer et al., 2008). In addition, there is a need in the literature to continue to 
understand district-level sustainability and institutionalization in the formative 
stages of reform implementation as opposed to school-level, summative 
evaluations (Anderson & Stiegelbauer, 1987). What has also been lacking in the 
literature is the greater understanding about the sustainability and 
institutionalization of education reform efforts as an integral part of the 
implementation process.  
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In conducting my literature review, a few studies (Datnow, 2005; 
Firestone, 1989; McLaughlin, 1987) alluded to Weick’s (1976) loose coupling 
organizational theory in their descriptions of school systems and a few (Anderson 
& Stiegelbauer, 1994; Cuban, 1984, 1990; Rorrer et al., 2008) have incorporated 
Weick’s (1976) concepts more meaningfully within their study, although, not 
comprehensively. Rorrer et al., (2008) is the most recent article that incorporates 
Weick’s (1976) conceptual work coupled with Lotto’s (1991) explanation of a 
variably coupled system as a contemporary explanation of school systems today. 
In my study, I intend to utilize and advance Weick’s (1976) conceptual 
framework by anazlying the system actors’ perceptions and actions related to the 
college readiness initiative in the ABC High School District. 
Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter opened with an introduction about my experiences and 
perspective that has shaped my passion for education and interest in the topic of 
this study. I proceeded to provide a recent historical background of the types of 
education reforms adopted in the U.S. to position the discussion about college 
readiness, the latest education reform initiative in response to external pressures to 
prepare students for postsecondary success. I then addressed the four essential 
roles school district leaders perform that support effective education reform 
implementation, for which includes, establishing policy and program coherence, 
instructional leadership, reorienting the organization, and maintain a focus on 
sustainability and institutionalization. I provided the conceptual framework Karl 
Weick’s (1976) loose coupling organizational theory that guides my study and I 
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close this chapter by offering the potential contributions of this study to the field 
of educational reform.
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CHAPTER 3 
Methodology 
In Chapter 1, I introduced the national, state and local foci in preparing all 
students to become ready to meet the rigor of postsecondary education and to 
meet the demands for a skilled workforce. School districts serve an important role 
in ensuring all students have access to postsecondary and professional 
opportunities. In Chapter 2, I provided my personal experience, a literature review 
of education reform and college readiness, the four roles that district and system 
actors have in implementing an education reform effort, and position Karl 
Weick’s loose coupling organizational theory of 1976 to frame my study. In this 
chapter, I will explain the methodology for my study and restate the research 
questions. I will now discuss the design and the rationale for this study, data 
collection and analysis strategies, consent and ethical considerations, and 
limitations of this study.  
Research Questions 
As presented in Chapter 1, this study explores the ABC High School 
District’s implementation of a college readiness education reform initiative due to 
a change in the district’s mission in 2008. This policy change would guide their 
work to prepare their high minority student population to become college and 
career ready. The study examined (a) how system actors interpret the initiative 
and (b) their perceptions of how it guides their practices. This study will elicit 
new understandings of the policy’s implementation by seeking answers to the 
following research questions:  
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1. How was the new district policy implemented?  
2. How do the system actors interpret the district’s new policy of 
becoming college and career ready?  
3. How does the new district policy guide the practices of the 
system actors?  
Design and Rationale for the Study 
The research design I chose is a phenomenological qualitative study. The 
phenomenological approach seeks to gain a deeper understanding of the lived 
experiences of the participants (Van Manen, 1990). Conducting this type of 
research will enable me to further explore the individual system actors’ 
experiences, perceptions, and how they make meaning of the college readiness 
initiative adopted by the ABC High School District (Seidman, 2006; Van Manen, 
1990, p.2). Van Manen (1990) states that “researching, questioning, and 
theorizing” is the intentional act of becoming fully engaged in the world (p. 5). 
Erickson (1986) also asserts that the characteristics of a qualitative study help us 
better understand the human perspective and meaning within in a social world. 
This qualitative approach will guide my study and allow for a broad explanation 
of the perspectives, actions and constructs of the system actors participating in 
this study (Creswell, 2009).  
A qualitative study is advantageous in many ways. A qualitative study 
emphasizes the use of a natural setting for data collection. I was able to visit the 
sites in which the participants reside professionally; this generated many 
opportunities to talk directly to individuals in formal and informal settings and 
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observe their behaviors, demeanors, actions, interactions with others, as well as 
the larger school culture, and demographic context. Conducting interviews in the 
natural setting of participants’ professional lives’ maintains a focus on learning 
their views and the meaning they make on the district’s college readiness 
initiative. A qualitative study also supports the utilization of the researcher as the 
primary instrument to gather and examine the data collected for the study. 
Qualitative research is interpretive, and, as discussed previously in this 
dissertation proposal, I bring my personal background and worldview to the 
interpretive process that is grounded in the scholarly literature and a theoretical 
framework (Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Van Manen, 1990). 
 For this particular study, I gathered multiple sources of data, including 
interviews, observations, and documents. I constantly reviewed, arranged, and 
reclassified the data into patterns and themes until I develop a foundation for 
constructing a comprehensive analysis. Last, because the design of this study was 
emergent, there were refinements that occurred throughout the study (Creswell, 
2009; Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
A unique feature to this study was the collaborative approach to data 
collection that was undertaken with Lenay Dunn, at the time of the study a 
doctoral student in the Ph.D. program in Educational Leadership and Policy 
Studies at Arizona State University (ASU). We were both pursuing the topic of 
college readiness policy reform with distinct theoretical perspectives, and 
interested in the same district. Based on the criteria for site selection discussed in 
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Chapter 1 and below, we agreed to focus on the on the ABC High School District 
and Blue Sky and Desert Flower High Schools within the district.  
This collaborative approach was beneficial in at least five ways. First, 
engaging a dissertation with a partner allows for a rich data collection experience. 
Our collaborative team approach brought to the study our  different perspectives, 
experiences, and personal and professional backgrounds that contributed to the 
co-construction of the data collection process of our dissertation studies. Second, 
this study was ambitious and a collaborative approach made the implementation 
of the data collection feasible within our timeframe. Second, this collaborative 
approach minimized the disruption in time and scheduling for the district and the 
two school sites. Third, this approach provided an efficient use of fiscal and 
human resources to accomplish the duties of these studies. Fourth, we were able 
to engage in analytic thinking and construct an abridged community of practice. 
Fifth, our diverse skill sets created a more comprehensive attention to detail from 
both policy and practice perspectives that strengthened the credibility and 
reliability of our dissertation studies (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
The collaborative worked occurred primarily during the collection of data. 
During this stage, we co-constructed the student protocols and we adopted my 
interview protocols with a few enhancements through our discussions. We 
attended, debriefed and discussed the interviews, observations, and document 
reviews that were conducted; this was very beneficial in terms of reflection and 
processing of the emergent learnings (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Lenay and I 
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conducted our data analysis separately. We did serve as a support system for each 
other throughout the analysis of our studies.  
Site Selection 
The actual names of the district and high schools were kept anonymous. 
Pseudonyms were used throughout this study. The ABC High School District was 
considered an ideal site to participate in this study for the following reasons: 
1. The ABC school district is the largest non-unified urban high 
school district in the state engaging in the implementation of a 
college readiness reform initiative with a variation in school-
level activity related to processes, curricula and programs.  
2. The district has a diverse student demographic (academically, 
ethnically, and in terms of socioeconomic status based on 
federal designation of free and reduced lunch percentage). 
3. The district and schools provided generous access and 
cooperation for the data collection portion of this study. I 
obtained the appropriate permission from the district and 
schools.  
4. The political environment at the district-level seemed relatively 
stable at the time of the study, adding to the logistical 
feasibility of the study.  
Statewide and district data are provided to give context to this study. The 
state in which the selected ABC High School District is situated serves over 
1,000,000 students in the K-12 system, of which 56% are minority students. The 
   
58 
state’s K-12 system is responsible for preparing a significant number of first-
generation college students.  
The ABC High School District serves over 25,000 students and a total of 
16 comprehensive and specialized high schools. Due to not being a unified, K-12 
district, they have 13 different K-8 school district partners with which they 
collaborate. The racial/ethnic composition of the student population is 78% 
Hispanic, 10% African American, 6% Anglo, 3% Native American, and 2% 
Asian. The district ethnic population mirrors the state’s demographic 
representation. The district enrollment includes 11% special education and over 
16% English language learners (ELLs), in addition to a large refugee student 
population. The district’s language diversity represents over 66 different primary 
languages spoken in the home. The district has high proportion of students with 
low socio-economic backgrounds and therefore has a district-wide, Title I federal 
designation (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). This designation 
affords the district additional federal funding to provide equitable programs and 
services for the students. 
The two comprehensive high schools, Desert Flower and Blue Sky, were 
selected to participate from the ABC High School District to provide a 
comparative analysis. Refer to Table 1 for the overview the demographic 
information for Blue Sky and Desert Flower. Blue Sky has over 2,300 students 
with a majority of Hispanic students (63%) and has the highest Anglo population 
in the district at 12%. The four-year graduation rate is just over 82% with an 
annual dropout rate of 3%. Blue Sky has 147 teachers with 74% having a master’s 
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degree and 72% of the teachers have 10 or more years of experience. 
Academically, Blue Sky fares higher on the state’s high-stakes test compared to 
Desert Flower and Blue Sky ranks second district-wide (ABC High School 
District, July 2011). Desert Flower has a much smaller campus serving 
approximately 1,400 students with 75% of the students graduating in four yours 
and a 1.4% drop-out rate. Hispanic students comprise 94% of the student 
population. The teaching population at Desert Flower is similar to Blue Sky with 
regards to the number of teachers, education level, and years of experience. In 
2009, the district participated in a district-wide administration of the ACT, a 
college entrance examination, for their juniors. This is an example of a district 
policy created to provide every student an opportunity to experience this exam 
and to gain a better understanding of the where its students fall on meeting college 
and career readiness benchmarks.  
The criteria below were used for the selection of the two school sites of 
ABC High School District.  
1. The student populations of both school combined have a 
diverse representation related to academic performance, 
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status determined by free and 
reduced lunch percentage.  
2. Each school site had adopted a new college readiness 
curriculum for fall 2011 implementation. 
3. Each school site offers many college going events and 
activities.  
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4. The principals were highly engaged in the school reform effort 
and willing to support data collection at their schools.  
Table 1 
Demographic Information on Participant Schools 
 Blue Sky Desert Flower 
Student Profile N = 2,315 N = 1,409 
Completion   
4-year graduation rate 82.8% 75.4% 
Annual dropout rate 3.1% 1.4% 
Ethnicity   
Hispanic 63.1% 94% 
Anglo 11% 3.2% 
African-American 12.2% 1.5% 
Native-American 6.9% .8% 
Asian 6.8% .5% 
Free & Reduced Lunch status   
   
Teacher Profile N = 147 N = 133 
Education: at least a Master’s degree 74% 76% 
Teaching experience   
0-3 years 7% 6% 
4-9 years 22% 29% 
10+ years 72% 65% 
 
Participant Selection 
The participants for this study were purposefully selected to represent 
various positions throughout the district and representative sampling of 
participants across position in the district in terms of gender, ethnicity, and years 
of professional experience. The final sample size of this study was a total of 23 
participants. See below for additional detail about the participants. The sample 
size satisfies the criterion for sufficiency to ensure an appropriate number of 
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participants offer substantial data for meaningful analysis and interpretation 
(Creswell, 2009; Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Seidman, 2006).  
  The participants of the study were comprised of district-level leadership 
– superintendent, assistant superintendent, and a union president; school-level 
implementers – school principals, teachers, counselors, and intended beneficiaries 
– students (high school seniors, 18 years or older). Of the 23 participants, 19 were 
individual interviews and 4 students participated in a focus group.  
The participants were identified based on their roles in the district vis-à-
vis the reform initiative and per the definition of system actors by Rorrer et al., 
(2008), which defines district leadership as an “organized collective” which 
includes governing board, district administrators, principals and teachers due to 
their role and linkage between district and school and policy implementation. I 
extended the definition to include counselors because they have a vital role in 
providing students information and resources to transition smoothly into 
postsecondary education. The students were also included because they are the 
intended beneficiaries and I felt it was important that their voice be represented in 
the study. I examined the extent of their experience, knowledge, and alignment 
about the district initiative and sought their experiences related to the college 
planning and preparation process. 
A pool of potential teachers at both schools was identified with the 
guidance of an assistant principal and a coordinator of teacher professional 
development. I recruited teachers whose professional experiences ranged between 
8 to 27 years, taught regular and advanced senior level courses to learn if there 
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were differences in expectations and rigor the teachers incorporated into their 
instruction. The teachers that agreed to participate came from the core subject 
areas of English, mathematics and history. Each teacher was interviewed 
individually. Originally, four interviews with counselors were proposed. As the 
interviews with counselors began, I realized that the experiences of the two actors 
I interviewed and those that Lenay interviewed differed. I then made the decision 
to incorporate the nine counselor interviews from both schools so that I could 
capture a more comprehensive perspective of the counselors’ experiences. All 
counseling departments are required to assist students in completing their 
educational and career action plans for postsecondary education (ECAP). The 
ECAP captures the high school courses students’ need for high school graduation 
and successful transition into their post high school goals, in addition to making 
accessible college-going information, resources, and events. Because of a recent 
state policy mandate, the ECAP had become a district requirement to provide all 
students a postsecondary plan. The counselors were interviewed individually as 
this setting enhanced the comfort level needed to encourage an authentic 
perspective. The counselors are critical to this study because generally they are 
the most logical choice for schools to designate as responsible for the college 
planning and preparation of their students. It is also recognized that school 
counselors also have been known to be the gatekeepers or the gateway for this 
type of planning and discussions about prospective postsecondary pathways 
(Tierney, Corwin, & Colyar, 2005). With this initiative, all counselors became 
responsible for providing students’ with the services and programming related to 
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their post high school plans. Because of the district’s decision required the 
engagement of all counselors, I felt it was important to capture the collective 
perspectives about their roles within the initiative.  
A total of five Latino male students participated in this study with one 
student interviewed at Blue Sky and four students participated in a focus group 
for Desert Flower. All students were first-generation students in pursuit of a 
postsecondary degree. Their academic levels based on their current math courses 
for which they were registered at the time of the interview ranged from average to 
advanced course taking patterns. Their courses included Algebra 3-4, Calculus I, 
Advanced Placement (AP) Statistics and AP Calculus. In addition, three of the 
students from Desert Flower had a vocational career emphasis given that Desert 
Flower specializes in career and technical education (CTE). The postsecondary 
pathway decisions from the students ranged from attending the community 
college to the local university with academic interests in creative writing, business 
and undecided. A majority of the students received a merit-based scholarship.  
With the permission of the school principals, I recruited the students from 
the classrooms of the teacher participants of the study. Numerous classroom 
presentations were made at Blue Sky and Desert Flower. A total of 10 students 
expressed interest and I sent email reminders. Of the students that signed up at 
Blue Sky, only one student met the age requirement of 18 years, therefore, we 
conducted an interview with this student. Five students showed up for the 
interview-four males and one female. As we began the focus group, the female 
chose to leave. She appeared to be uncomfortable proceeding. We were then left 
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with four male students from Desert Flower who met the age requirement and 
participated in a focus group. Unfortunately, we did not have the female 
perspective reflected in this study. The students represented both regular and 
advanced classes to attempt to reflect a broad representation of the student 
population for each school; however a majority of students came from the 
advance classes. Refer to Appendices A, B and D for the focus group interview 
protocol and the script used to recruit students.  
Below you will find a chart outlining the demographics of the participants 
based on gender and first-generation status. The ethnicity of the participant 
system actors is not provided because I did not collect this at the time of the 
interview and the district office was unable to provide assistance with this request.  
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Table 2 
Demographic Description of Participant Actors 
System Actor Groupings Gender First-
generation 
college 
student status 
District leadership   
Superintendent Male No 
Assistant Superintendent Female Yes 
Union President Male Yes 
   
Blue Sky school implementers   
Principal Male Yes 
Teacher 1 Male No 
Teacher 2 Female No 
Head Counselor Female No 
Counselor 1 Male Yes 
Counselor 2 Female N/A 
Counselor 3 Female Yes 
Counselor 4 Female Yes 
   
Desert Flower school implementers   
Principal Female Yes 
Teacher 1 Male Yes 
Teacher 2 Female No 
Head Counselor Female Yes 
Counselor 1 Female Yes 
Counselor 2 Female Yes 
Counselor 3 Female Yes 
   
Blue Sky Student Male 1 Yes 
Desert Flower Students (4) 4 Males 4 Yes 
 
Data Collection Strategies 
I conducted a qualitative in-depth phenomenological study to explore how 
system actors within the identified urban high school district responded to and 
engaged in the new college readiness education reform initiative throughout the 
implementation process. The system actors represented a range of roles and 
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responsibilities focused on implementing the policy, which includes a union 
president, district leadership, principals, teachers, and counselor. Students 
participated to understand their perspectives as the intended beneficiaries of the 
study. The perceptions of the system actors were garnered through this qualitative 
approach and are reported in Chapter 4 in more detail.  
Interviews can enhance a researcher’s attempts to understand an 
individual’s story to make meaning of their lived experiences through reflection 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Seidman, 2006; Van Manen, 1990). This approach of 
interviewing system actors across the institution is also supported by Erickson’s 
(1986) statement that fieldwork should consider reaching a wide range of 
particpants to ensure multiple perspectives are considered in a study.  
According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), the intent of collecting data for a 
qualitative study is to engage in its discovery and continuous learning. It is in this 
spirit that I adopted the three methods of data collection for the phenomenological 
qualitative study. The first strategy included the use of open-ended interviews 
where I was able to establish a formal conversation with the participants. The 
second strategy was through observations of informal or formal events. I 
documented these events through field notes to accurately record my perception 
of the events. The third strategy included the collection of material culture, which 
included artifacts, documents and the district website to inform me about what 
was being observed. See Table 3 for the data collection and timeline of the study. 
Greater detail will be provided in the sections below.  
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Table 3 
Data Collection and Timeline  
Method Respondents Timeframe 
Interviews Union Representative (1) 
Superintendent (1) 
Assistant Superintendent (1) 
Principals (2) 
Teachers (4) 
Counselors (9) 
Student (1) 
 
04/11 – 
06/11 
Focus Group Students (4) 
 
04/11 
Document 
reviews 
Board Meeting minutes 
School Meeting minutes 
Student ECAPS 
District and School Websites 
 
03/11 – 
01/12 
Observations Classroom (4) 
Superintendent’s Cabinet Meeting (1) 
High School Institutional Cabinet Meetings (2) 
Governing Board Meetings (2) 
02/11 – 
04/11 
 
The process throughout data collection entailed practicing systematic 
inquiry that was deliberate, thorough, and systematic. This systematic inquiry 
supported critical data analysis to become more knowledgeable about the district 
initiative and to frame the findings of this study. By applying interviews, 
observations, and document reviews into a qualitative study, the researcher can 
“capture and represent the richness, texture, and depth of what they study” 
through this comprehensive process (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 172). I also 
provide greater detail about my collaboration with Lenay Dunn for the data 
collection.  
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Modified three-interview series. To foster trust and demonstrate genuine 
interest in a participant’s lived experience, I used a modified version of Seidman’s 
(2006) structure for in-depth phenomenological interviewing. This modified 
version was most suitable for this study due to the time constraints of 
administrators’ schedules and especially counselors and teachers’ responsibilities. 
In addition, the timeline to conduct the interviews was three weeks prior to high 
school commencement and I wanted to be thoughtful of the participants’ time. 
The interviews included all three sections collapsed into a single 60-90 minute 
interview.  
The use of Seidman’s (2006) modified structure allowed participants to 
reconstruct their personal and professional experiences that have led to their 
current roles and responsibilities and to provide meaning in relation to the 
implementation of the college readiness initiative. Asking participants to 
reconstruct their experiences relies on their memory and on what is believed to be 
important about their experiences. The use of standardized open-ended questions 
with a beginning, middle and end appeared helpful for the actors to recount their 
perspectives and experiences vis-à-vis the district initiative. Throughout the 
interviewing process I attempted to document any non-verbal cues and body 
language displayed by the interviewee (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
Part 1: Focused life history. The purpose of this section was to 
understand and explore “how” the participants’ perceptions and past experiences 
have shaped their present experiences with regard to the district initiative. This 
section provided the contextual background about the participants’ family 
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background, personal upbringing, views on education, influential and defining 
experiences which may have lead them to their current position in the district and 
their role in the implementation of the district initiative.  
Part 2: Details of experience. The focus of this section to garner from the 
participant with specificity “what” their experience was in relation to the 
implementation process at the time of the study. I inquired about each system 
actors’ understanding of the college readiness initiative and their current roles and 
responsibilities, descriptions of district/school cultures and activities, and concrete 
details of the implementation of the initiative.  
Part 3: Reflection on the meaning. The last section of the interview 
created a cohesion across the three parts and elicited the “meaning” of the 
participants’ experience beyond a simple statement of accomplishments. The 
participants were asked to interpret their experiences that have been meaningful 
and influenced their current position and their understanding of the college 
readiness reform initiative. In this section I inquired about the participants’ 
aspirations for their students and schools, perceptions of this initiative, successes, 
challenges and improvements that could be made during the implementation of 
the college readiness initiative.  
Collaborative approach. Lenay and I collaborated on protocol 
development to ensure we incorporated questions that would capture our interests. 
We combined our interview questions for the student protocol and we adopted my 
interview protocols with minor enhancements as they were most comprehensive 
(See Appendix A). We also discussed data collection strategies that included 
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multiple sources of data – interviews, observations and a review of documents. 
Having these discussions always generated an abundance of creative thinking 
about our data collection strategies.  
Lenay and I shared in the outreach, scheduling of interviews and follow-
up to the school district, school principals, counselors, teachers and students. In 
terms of recruitment, Lenay communicated with the counselors and I was 
responsible for the students. Lenay and I relied on the assistance of administrators 
to identify a pool of potential teachers from which I then narrowed the list and 
communicated with the teachers for my interviews. Lenay communicated with her 
own group of teachers.  
We also co-conducted the interviews for all of the participants with the 
exception of the union president and the teachers. We divided the parts of the 
interview questions ourselves to ensure we had a role and that the interview 
flowed. I was responsible for conducting the interview with the union president 
and Lenay was responsible for conducting an interview with a governing board 
member that did not materialize. The interview with the governing board member 
was originally included as a participant of interest in the proposal. Lenay 
approached two governing board members and one expressed a willingness to 
participate in the study; but was not responsive to Lenay’s numerous attempts to 
communicate with him. Given the difficulty of communicating with the governing 
board member and the delay it would have caused for our data collection timeline, 
we decided not pursue this interview any further. Additional detail provided 
below.  
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The interviews with district leadership took place at the district office 
during the months of May and June, on separate days and individually with the 
superintendent and assistant superintendent. I interviewed the union 
representative at a location near the district in May. Lenay attempted to interview 
the governing board member without success. Upon the completion of each 
interviews we set aside time to debrief on our impressions. The interviews with 
the principals, teachers, counselors and students were conducted at each of the 
school sites in a quiet and comfortable location. Lenay and I conducted joint 
interviews with both principals, the student at Blue Sky and the focus group of the 
students at Desert Flower. We took the same approach of co-conducting the 
interviews. The student interview occurred during the lunch hour and the student 
focus group after school. Lunch was provided for both student sessions. Lenay 
and I conducted counselor interviews individually as a time-saving strategy. I 
conducted four and Lenay conducted five interviews. At the time of the 
dissertation proposal, I had intended to interview two counselors at each school 
site. Based on our debriefings, I decided to include all counselor interviews 
because some of our impressions were different and I wanted to have a thorough 
perspective of the counselors’ experiences. Lenay and I chose different 
approaches to capture the teachers’ perspectives. I conducted a total of four 
individual teacher interviews in their classroom and Lenay chose to conduct 
teacher focus groups.  
All interviews were audio recorded to ensure accurate information was 
captured. Erickson (1986) asserts that audio-recorded interviews promote the 
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capacity for a comprehensive analysis because of the ability to replay, review, and 
revisit at any given time during the collection and analysis of data. All interviews 
were transcribed and Lenay and I received copies of the transcribed interviews for 
the interviews that we co-conducted. Member checks were conducted with the 
participants with the exception of the students, to offer feedback as to the 
accuracy of interviews. A total of eight participants responded. Their feedback 
was primarily focused on the accuracy of certain key descriptors (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003). 
The majority of interviews and focus groups were conducted on April 28, 
2011 for Desert Flower and May 10, 2011 for Blue Sky. The interviews with 
district leadership and union representative occurred between May and June, 
2011. These interviews were scheduled late in the semester and into the summer 
to accommodate high school graduations and previous administrator 
commitments. No monetary compensation was offered to the participants due to 
their involvement being strictly voluntary; food, however, was provided for the 
student interview and focus group (see Appendix A).  
It was my hope this approach to interviewing would encompass as 
accurately as possible, the participants’ voice expressing how they perceived this 
initiative knowing it is “never possible to understand another perfectly” (Seidman, 
2006, p. 9).  
Observations. Observations of individuals and events are fundamental to 
qualitative inquiry. Through observations, additional areas may surface for deeper 
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examination. This in turn may influence questions asked during interviews to gain 
a richer understanding of the observation.  
 Incorporating observations into this study provided greater insight into the 
participants’ perspectives within formal settings (Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Van 
Manen, 1990). In conducting observations, I was able to learn the actions of 
participants and infer the meaning of their actions. This occurs with the 
understanding that actions are intentional and convey a particular value or belief. 
Rossman and Rallis (2003), state that engaging in observations requires 
systematic documentation of events and interactions of the participants. Van 
Manen (1990) furthers this thought by reminding us that observations need to be 
rigorous, and notations should be relevant and informative to the study.  
The events that both Lenay and I observed throughout this study included 
the following: (a) district cabinet meeting, (b) high school instructional cabinet 
meetings, (c) high school improvement meeting, (d) governing board meeting and 
(e) classrooms visits. The observations took place between February and May, 
2011. After the meetings, Lenay and I set aside time to debrief and share our 
insights, specifically discussing our immediate reactions, unexpected occurrences, 
and overall impressions of the event relevant to our study (Creswell, 2009; 
Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Lenay and I attended a majority of the meetings 
together with the exception of the classroom observations. This was the most 
efficient approach because we shared in the communication with the school and 
district leaders our interest to participate in these meetings. I conducted classroom 
observations to purposefully align the classroom observation of the teacher prior 
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to the scheduled interview. This allowed for me to ask questions based on my 
observations and to determine if what the teachers shared I had observed. The 
student participating in the interview and focus groups came from the classroom 
of the participating teachers to see if any findings arose from this strategy. See 
Appendix C for the general and classroom observation protocols.  
In taking field notes for these events, it was important to note the larger 
picture of the corpus of field notes while simultaneously taking copious notes of 
each event to capture the greatest amount of detailed information to turn into data. 
My field notes became written records of descriptive data with my perceptions 
and comments with the use of observation two protocols (see Appendix C; 
Rossman & Rallis, 2003). These protocols included concrete details and a 
specificity to the descriptive - time, setting of the event, visual drawings of the 
room set-up, the number of participants and their level of interaction (who, what, 
when, where and why of the event) and my perceptions – documenting personal 
reactions, insight to what is observed, additional inquiries for making meaning 
related to the implementation process and system actors’ perceptions and actions. 
I relied on raw field note-taking to capture all four observation events. I wrote 
thick descriptions as described above. After the event, I word processed my notes 
and filled in where data may be scant and elaborated on commentary where 
appropriate to prepare for a thorough analysis.  
Document reviews. A document analysis of multiple artifacts was 
included to further enhance this study. This gave me a better understanding of the 
culture, values, beliefs and priorities of the district and its schools. It is extremely 
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valuable to review artifacts to either support or contradict what is shared in 
interviews and observations (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). These artifacts discussed 
were referenced when I conducted the data analysis.  
The documents reviewed included the governing board meeting minutes, 
district cabinet meeting minutes, school instructional cabinet/professional learning 
community meeting minutes, student ECAPS, and district and school websites. 
Lenay and I set aside specific days to conduct document reviews. We also made 
copies of documents for us to analyze individually. To maximize our time, we 
arranged with school sites to conduct reviews of documents from the school staff 
and instructional meetings on the designated days of the school interviews. We 
had to make a separate visit to Blue Sky because we ran out of time during their 
interview day. On these days, Lenay and I combed through school binders of 
school-level meetings and made copies where appropriate for further analysis to 
be completed on our own time. With assistance of the head counselors at both 
schools, we gathered randomly selected student ECAPS to analyze. All student 
identifiers were removed to maintain the anonymity of the students.  
Data Analysis 
Upon completion the data gathering in the months of March through May, 
a more extensive analysis of the data ensued. The intent of phenomenological 
reflection is to interpret the analysis of participants’ statements, generate meaning 
of the statements, and describing the essence of the phenomenon being studied 
(Creswell, 2009; Van Manen, 1990). Van Manen (1990) further explains that the 
essence of a phenomenon is multi-dimensional; therefore, it is important to 
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develop an understanding of the structure of the participants lived experiences. 
Creswell (2009), Rossman and Rallis (2003), and Seidman (2006) concur that 
qualitative data analysis occurs simultaneously with data collection because 
researchers need to constantly reflect and re-evaluate interpretations made 
throughout this ongoing process. Throughout this section, I describe the data 
analysis process I conducted, which entailed deep immersion in the interviews, 
observations, and document review of field notes, systematically organizing the 
data into essential chunks of themes and patterns, and finally using these themes 
to create a story (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). The collaborative work with Lenay 
for this phase of the study took a more supportive role. We conducted our 
analyses separately and occasionally reconnected to discuss our progress and 
interesting data throughout analyses.  
Data Analysis Process 
I provide an overview of the data analysis process I employed for this 
study. As mentioned above, I conducted the analysis for this study independently 
although Lenay and I conferred throughout our individual analyses.  
The analysis process I used is based on a synthesis of both Creswell 
(2009) and Rossman and Rallis (2003) in terms of organizing based on the five 
steps that include organizing and preparing the data, becoming familiar with the 
data, establishing a coding process, generating categories and themes, and 
interpret the meaning of the salient themes and descriptions from the data into a 
coherent narrative of this study. I also utilized Van Manen (1990) for a more 
careful review of the content of each interview by using the highlighted reading 
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approach. In reading the transcriptions, I would identify excerpts as codes and 
write notes about those that appeared most revealing and informative to this 
study.  
Step 1: Organize and prepare the data for analysis. This occurs at the 
outset of data collection by way of taking field notes, ensuring complete, detailed 
records of events, establish time for analytic thinking (writing down reflection and 
hunches), transcribing the interviews and creating a system that allowed for easy 
reference on an ongoing-basis.  
Step 2: Become familiar with the data. Thorough scanning of the data 
on multiple occasions will garner overall impressions of the data, reflections of its 
meaning related to the study, generate other insights that may have been 
overlooked in the initial scan and stimulates on-going analytic thinking.  
Step 3: Establish a coding process. The next step is to establish a coding 
process to conduct the analysis of the data. A code is defined as a word/phrase 
that captures what is occurring in a piece of data that ties to a broader analysis 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Coding begins to formalize the scanning of the data. 
Preliminary coding and recoding occurs throughout this step. The coding process 
organizes material into chunks of text before meaning making can occur. The 
chunks of data may be the potential sections for the findings of this study.  
Step 4: Generate categories and themes. The coding process will then 
assist with the thematic analysis that will be conducted to generate categories and 
themes. A category is a word or phrase that describes an element of the data and a 
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theme is a phrase that describes processes. It is important to be aware of subtleties 
that may not be easily identified during this step.  
Step 5: Interpret the meaning of the data. The salient themes that 
surfaced through the thematic analysis will be used to construct a coherent 
narrative of this study. This step will provide me the space to make my own 
meaning of this study by offering explanations, alternative understandings and 
significance as to the essence of this phenomenon.  
Interviews 
A total of 23 interviews and one focus group was conducted and 
transcribed. To prepare for data analysis, I spent time organizing the data. I had 
been engaging in high level of reflection during data collection; however, a 
thorough review occurred during the time of analysis to minimize my personal 
biases and experiences. I contracted with a transcription service agency to have 
the 19 interviews transcribed. Having the interviews audio-tape recorded was 
extremely valuable because I was able to maintain a high level of reliability and 
accuracy with the data as it was transcribed verbatim. I also had the ability to 
reference them throughout the analysis and interpretation as necessary (Seidman, 
2006).  
I utilized ATLAS.ti 6.0, a qualitative data analysis and research software, 
as a tool to assist me with organizing my interviews and facilitating the analysis in 
a manageable way to become intimately familiar with the data. I printed hard 
copies of all interviews and also uploaded the interviews into the software. I read 
through all of the hard copies of the interviews once to become reacquainted with 
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the actors’ stories. The intent was to become familiar with the data without 
forming any opinions. I then read the interviews a second time, keeping my 
interview questions in mind and began noting key phrases on paper. I read the 
interviews a third time on the ATLAT.ti 6.0 software and began the first round 
coding. During the first round of coding, I continued to write notes of my 
impressions or phrases that stood out. These notes were helpful to use throughout 
the refinement process. During the first round of coding approximately 1900 
segments of data were generated from 14,000 words. Through data condensation, 
I then pursued a second review of the data to collapse and generate an additional 
round of coding, which marked the third reading of the interviews. This 
refinement process produced a total of 79 codes during the second round. These 
codes contributed to the thematic analysis that determined broader categories and 
the key recurring themes. 
Once I arrived at the 79 codes, I used the Seidman’s modified three – 
interview series and ATLAS.ti 6.0 to begin to organize the codes into four 
categories with the use of lived experiences (16 codes), details of the 
implementation (34 codes), and reflection on meaning (16 codes), and students 
specific quotes that did not fit in the three categories above (13 codes). All codes 
fit into one of the four categories. I continued to engage in intensive analysis by 
proceeding to analyze each category by typing notes based on the system actors 
grouped as district leadership, the school implementers and the intended 
beneficiaries (students). For example, for the category of lived experiences, I 
created a document summarizing the content of each code that corresponded to 
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district leadership. I then created a document for each school that also 
summarized the codes for the principal, teachers, and counselors for each of the 
codes within each category. This process occurred for each category. I then 
thoroughly analyzed the categories looking for themes. There were a total of six 
recurring themes that emerged from the analysis. Four themes addressed the 
implementation of the initiative - building capacity, communication, policy and 
politics, and academic rigor and high expectations. The two themes of counselor 
and student - specific experiences did not quite fit in the above themes yet they 
were interrelated to the implementation of the district initiative. This process was 
helpful and primed me for the continuation of deeper interpretation based on the 
research questions of the study. 
Upon the completion of the analysis of the interviews, I then cross – 
referenced the data with the observations and material documents to determine if 
there were other categories or themes to consider.  
Observations 
My approach to data analysis of observations was holistic; creating and 
maintaining a record of documented events with descriptive field notes (Rossman 
& Rallis, 2003). The analysis consisted of the events that were observed at the 
district and school sites. The meetings observed included (a) district cabinet 
meetings, (b) high school instructional cabinet meetings, (c) high school 
improvement meeting (d) governing board meetings and (e) classrooms. I 
attended a combined total of 10 meetings. Careful attention was given to 
systemically document the events and interactions of the participants with the use 
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of the observation protocol for each event (see Appendix C), I conducted an 
analysis of the data similar to interviews. On each protocol, I read through the 
information and compared the activity to the themes that emerged from the 
interviews. I reviewed and marked any aspect of the content of the notes that 
related to the themes. I then created a document on MS word that summarized the 
similarities and differences found in the observations compared to the themes. 
The observation data augmented the interview analysis to either support or reject 
the final four themes of this study. The observation data, especially the classroom 
observations were extremely helpful in validating the information the teachers 
provided during the interviews. Further description is given in Chapter four, 
theme four.  
Document Reviews 
This study was additionally supported with a content analysis of district 
and school documents. This analysis is the most interpretive of the three data 
collection strategies, thus requiring greater inferences as to the meaning behind 
the document. This analysis captures the beliefs and values of participants and 
may support or contradict what is collected in the observations and interviews 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
This analysis systematically examined various forms of communication to 
discern patterns within the artifacts. The documents analyzed include the 
governing board meeting minutes received from the board meeting, district 
newsletters and leaflets, school instructional cabinet/professional learning 
community meeting minutes, and student ECAPS, and the district and school 
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websites. The board meeting minutes were examined to determine the content and 
frequency of discussion related to the initiative and to determine if there is 
support or conflict expressed related to the initiative. I reviewed the district 
meeting and school meeting minutes to determine the frequency and the length of 
time spent on the implementation of this initiative as well to understand what 
other efforts are of priority to the district and to determine if it distracts or 
enhances their initiative. I was looking for evidence that determined to what 
extent the various levels throughout the district were connected or disconnected to 
the college readiness initiative. 
 I found that the documents I reviewed further supported the system 
actors’ explanations within the four themes. There was no glaring evidence that 
the documents were representing contradictory interests, directions or actions. I 
also reviewed and monitored the district and school websites as the 
communication tool to reach the families and communities as it pertains to the 
events, meetings, information specific to the college readiness initiative. The 
schools primarily were very good in highlighting their college going events for 
students and families regularly. This also signaled that these events were seen as 
valuable to the school. There were also district newsletters and college going 
leaflets that were used to communicate with the schools and families. These 
documents were readily available in each of the school sites and the district 
offices. Despite this array of documents and website communication, the school-
level actors collectively voiced that the students and their families were still not 
very familiar with the district initiative. Because I have conducted an analysis of 
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these documents and have had to infer its meaning, this process may not be 
subject to strict verification procedures, therefore, I must seek credibility by the 
level of engagement in the field, the application of theory, and my trustworthiness 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
Validity and Reliability 
Due to the use of multiple sources of data, I have incorporated the 
discussion of validity and reliability throughout Chapter 3. With respect to 
validity, I utilized the six strategies. First, I triangulated the different sources of 
data to conduct a comprehensive analysis and assure credibility and rigor of the 
study. Second, I used “member checking” to assure a high degree of accuracy 
related to the interviews and I there were also few instances where I member-
checked with Lenay Dunn. Third, I use thick descriptions in my field notes to 
allow for detailed analysis. Fourth, I documented the researcher’s bias to ensure 
transparency throughout the study. Fifth, I presented the data that does not align 
with the findings. Sixth, the use of a collaborative research partner during the data 
collection stage and in a supportive manner during data analysis strengthened the 
accuracy of the study (Creswell, 2009).  
Reliability refers to the researcher’s approach to the qualitative study. The 
approach to this study may be reliable if the steps of the procedures are 
documented as comprehensively and accurately as possible. Creswell (2009) 
suggests reliability procedures that I incorporated into my study, such as 
reviewing all transcriptions to minimize any potential errors in the information 
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shared and maintain a keen focus on developing a consistent coding process 
constantly comparing the data and keeping detailed notes.  
Limitations 
The purpose of a qualitative study is to produce research that offers 
working understandings of a particular phenomenon in a specific context. This 
research is not meant to be universally generalizable and there is value in 
understanding the lived experiences of the system actors within the school district. 
At the same time, as discussed in Chapter 6, there are transferrable lessons from 
this study that have important implications for research, policy, and practice. This 
analysis provides a rich perspective that merits its own purpose in research 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Van Manen, 1990). Having shared this, there are 
limitations to this study for which should be accounted. This study is focused 
exclusively on the experiences of an urban public high school district and two of 
its schools that were very supportive of the district initiative. In addition, this 
study interviewed system actors who were willing to share their perceptions of the 
district’s initiative and its implementation. I do not claim to report the reality of 
this implementation. The experiences of this urban district with a high minority 
student population may not be generalized to all public high school districts. In 
addition, the approach to interview a small number of system actors across the 
district may not provide the depth that multiple interviews from a specific group 
of system actors; however, I am eliciting a good representation of the roles and 
perspectives of system actors across all levels of the district. As discussed in the 
section above, I also triangulated multiple data sets for a comprehensive study.  
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Consent and Ethical Considerations 
 Given my primary role as researcher in this study, I understand the 
importance of signing a confidentiality statement for the protection of the 
participants. This research study was approved by the ASU Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) for approval (see Appendix E). The IRB ensures the research 
conducted is ethical and maintains the rights and well-being of the participants. 
(Seidman, 2006). I exercised sensitivity in establishing and maintaining 
anonymity and confidentiality for the district and school sites and all participants 
involved in this study. Pseudonyms were used for all participants. All participants 
received the consent forms (see Appendix D) that outlined their right to privacy 
and to withdraw at any phase of this study. The student participants signed their 
consent forms per IRB request.  
The data collected throughout this study posed minimal risk, if any, to the 
participants. All interviews were audio-taped and a coding system was used to 
protect the anonymity of the participants. Any information that may potentially 
compromise confidentiality was omitted from the transcriptions. Pseudonyms 
were assigned where necessary to assure the participants’ anonymity. Any district 
demographic data with unique identifiers was redacted. All documents, records, 
and audio tapes are kept in a password-protected computer available only to the 
PIs. Taking these steps will assist me in developing credibility in this study.  
Benefits 
I would like to mention the potential contributions of this study. For 
participants, their engagement helped further our understanding of this study 
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related to a college readiness education reform initiative. The findings of this 
study may be helpful to the district to increase its understanding about the 
implementation process, the strengths and gaps of this initiative as well as the 
contributions and promising practices shared by administrators, counselors, and 
teachers. This study may be of interest to the families and other stakeholders of 
this community as well as other districts with similar demographics who are 
embarking on their own college readiness efforts. It is my hope this study will 
generate new understandings about how an urban high school district’s decision 
to adopt a college readiness initiative was operationalized and implemented. I 
believe this can be of value to the greater educational community because the 
topic of college and career readiness is a priority for many stakeholders in the 
state (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  
Chapter Conclusion 
Qualitative researchers can “capture and represent the richness, texture, 
and depth of what they study” through this comprehensive process (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003, p. 172). In Chapter 3, I introduced the design and rational for this 
qualitative study, the site and participant selections, the data collection strategies, 
data analysis strategies, validity and reliability of this study, limitations, consent 
and ethical considerations, benefits of the study for participants, and last, the 
timeline for the research activities for this spring and in the fall of 2011.  
Chapters 4 and 5 provide the findings of the study and Chapter 6 will 
include a summary of the study and the implications on research, policy and 
politics.
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CHAPTER 4 
Findings 
The purpose of this study was to examine the ABC High School District 
policy change to prepare “all” of their students to be college and career ready. I 
wanted to explore the following research questions to gain a greater 
understanding as to how a district and its schools pursued the implementation of 
this initiative: (a) How was the new district policy implemented? (b) How do the 
system actors interpret the district’s new policy of becoming college and career 
ready? (c) How does the new district policy guide the practices of the institutional 
actors?  This study can inform policy and practitioners at the state and national 
levels what role urban high school districts and its system actors will have to 
assume to prepare their high minority, low-income, first-generation students for 
success after high school.  
This chapter is divided into two parts that reflects the structure of 
Seidman’s modified three-interview series. Part I illuminates the collective 
“lived” experiences of the actors that provide greater insight into the personal and 
professional influences that have impacted their current roles within the college 
readiness initiative of the ABC School District. Part II introduces the four core 
themes that inform the research questions presented in this study.  
PART I: INTRODUCTION OF PARTICIPANTS AND THEIR DISTRICT 
DESCRIPTIONS 
Part I illuminates the collective lived experiences of the 18 district and 
school actors directly involved in the implementation of the district initiative. 
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They provide greater insight into the personal and professional influences that 
impacted their current roles within the district initiative. Part I includes the 
commonalities and differences shared among actors across the district and 
schools. The actors shared their experiences about being a first-generation college 
student and growing up with high expectations, defining professional experiences, 
and their interest in working with urban students. The students were not included 
in this section because they are the intended beneficiaries and are not involved 
directly in the implementation of the district initiative. This section concludes 
with descriptions of the district from the district leadership and school 
implementers’ perspectives that will frame the introduction of the four themes in 
Part II.  
  In utilizing Seidmans’ modified three-interview series, a number of 
questions were posed to the actors to learn about their life experiences. The 
questions focused on the actors’ family backgrounds and views about education, 
defining experiences throughout their career and overall professional experience. 
This set of questions was important because it positions the actors experience into 
context of this initiative (see Appendix A). Provided is a sampling of the stories 
shared by the actors.  
First-generation Experience and High Expectations 
Approximately 67% (12 out of 18) of the district and school actors 
reported they were the first in their families to graduate with a college degree. The 
actors shared their families’ views about education and high expectations 
regardless of their parents’ educational backgrounds. The district superintendent’s 
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father was the first in his family to attend college, and he and his siblings all 
followed in their father’s footsteps and completed advanced degrees. The 
superintendent said that he “grew up in a home that valued education. All of my 
siblings are working one way, shape or form in education.” The assistant 
superintendent stated “my dad, neither of my parents went to college. I’m the first 
person to go to college.”  
The common theme among the actors was the fact that their parents, 
whether they had attended college or had limited education, valued the 
importance of college. It was also evident for most actors that their parents had 
high expectation of their children even though they and other family members  
may not have been able to assist their students in navigating the educational 
process to college. The assistant superintendent recalled growing up in a home 
where her parents were 
Very, very, very involved. And a high emphasis was placed on my 
academics. And so when they didn’t, I mean now looking back, I 
didn’t realize it when I was in high school. They didn’t really 
know how to get me to college. Like they didn’t know anything 
about that, but they found people who did.  
The union president reflected on this question and his recollection was “My 
parents didn’t talk a heck of a lot about education when it came to just public 
schools…. There was something about our family where you were just expected 
to get good grades, but it wasn’t really talked about.” His trajectory included 
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being drafted into the military; however, upon completion of his service he 
enrolled in college without hesitation.  
At Blue Sky, Teacher 1, whose father had the opportunity to attend college 
and receive a degree in accounting shared that an education was “extremely 
important, it was just expected. There was no question about it. I was fortunate in 
that my parents put my sister and I through Catholic school…. Yeah, it was an 
expectation for us.” In the same school, the principal had quite the opposite 
experience. His father did not attend college, but he owned his own piano shop 
and had done well financially. His father’s sentiment about education, as the 
principal recalled, was: 
Unfortunately, from the time that when my dad came up he 
thought it was kind of silly that I’d be going to college when I 
could just go to work and make more money…. Now that he’s an 
old man…, he sees the larger value of education. 
Counselor 4, who was a first-generation college student, relied on an outreach 
program to provide her college-going experiences, such as visiting college 
campuses and learning about the possibilities of pursing a postsecondary 
education. She credited her mother and participation in the outreach program, 
“Mom was the only one that pushed it. You can go to college, but it wasn’t 
pushed that much, she didn’t quite know-she didn’t know enough I think about 
university or anything like that.”  
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At Desert Flower, Counselor 2 remembered: 
It was all about education. My dad was talking to me about 
university when I didn’t even know what it was, going to college. I 
said, “Well, what are we going to do?” He said, “Well, you’re 
going to study.” They were very supportive. 
This counselor’s parents had a third and sixth grade education respectively and 
maintained high expectations in their home. Counselor 3 echoed her colleague’s 
experience: 
It was my dad’s view that we had to go to college. It was really 
never an option that we weren’t going to go. It was just this is what 
you’re going to do, and so we just accepted that. 
Her father served as the family’s role model by pursuing community college after 
retiring from the Marines.  
Working with Urban Students 
The district and school actors shared an affinity toward working with low-
income, “disadvantaged” or “at-risk” youth and the challenges that come with this 
student population. The superintendent recalled a defining experience that led to a 
change early in his professional career. He said, “I was set to attend a graduate 
program for a master’s in business administration (MBA).” Within months, he 
knew this program and a career in business were not for him. The superintendent 
recalled,  
I don’t like this,” and I packed up my little Ryder van, and put my 
possessions in it and drove back to Philadelphia where I had – 
   
92 
where my folks were then living – and got a job teaching high 
school in an inner-city urban high school in North Philadelphia, 
you know, extremely challenging and impoverished community 
and I loved it.  
The assistant superintendent had experience working with a similar 
student population; for example, she worked in group homes and the juvenile 
justice system tutoring students in New York and enthusiastically commented “I 
just loved working with at-risk kids.” Although she tried to change her career 
focus away from the K-12 education system, she was drawn in because of her 
experience working with this student population. She then taught and became an 
administrator in diverse K-12 districts prior to acquiring her current position.  
As the principal at Blue Sky moved up the K-12 ladder in ABC School 
District, he had an opportunity to return to a high school that was dear to him. He 
has “liked working with disadvantaged students. It means a lot to me to be able to 
help the kids that were economically having issues.” Counselor 3 also articulated 
her interest in working with these students: 
I think the thing, I really enjoy about the kids that I’ve worked with 
here are that they’re very real. They have real issues, real 
challenges and they have real needs and so people can make a huge 
difference in their lives here. 
The principal at Desert Flower did not enter education until she was faced with a 
career change due to life circumstances. When she had decided to pursue a career 
in education, she goes on to say, “When I thought about what I wanted to teach I 
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knew I wanted to teach in the city. I knew I wanted to work with inner [city], 
urban kids in an urban school.” 
Participants’ Perspectives on the District 
A description of the ABC High School District from the perspectives of 
the district leadership and school-level actors offers comparative views and 
additional context that further frames the introduction of the four themes. A 
question was included in my interview protocol that asked each participant to 
describe the district (see Appendix A). The inclusion of this question provides 
rich descriptions of the district from the actors’ viewpoint, especially from veteran 
participants who provided generous historical background for this study.  
There were two actors, who, at the time of this study, had been in the 
district for over 25 years; they shared their accountings of the district’s history. 
The two actors were the district union president and Teacher 2 at Desert Flower. I 
felt it was important to incorporate their point of view to provide insight into the 
district’s evolution. The sentiment offered by these two actors is acknowledged by 
their colleagues in subsequent sections. The union president imparted this 
account:  
There was a time 20 and 30 years ago where people really would 
go to ABC School District only if they could not get a job at 
Vineyard, Tulsa, or Glenfurst Valley [pseudonyms for high school 
districts in the state], because that was the image-that it was just a 
place that would be – that [it] was a tough district to work in. I 
think we have just as good a teachers and maybe better than other 
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districts. I don’t really have the right to say maybe even better, but 
I think there’s a very good possibility of that because people 
choose, now, to come to ABC School District.  
The union president offered his perception of the district and believed that 
“at this particular point is that I honestly believe that it is very likely we take 
students further than other schools do.”  He alluded to not having the data to 
prove the gains the district has made with students because of the lack of 
capturing student academic growth. The union president also believed “everybody 
[teachers] would work probably harder if there was higher morale and we were 
involved in decision making and we had a collaborative atmosphere.” This is a 
point the union president believed was improving with the new superintendent of 
three years as the union’s  “relationship with the district office has been really, 
really, really good.” 
Teacher 2 discussed how previous superintendents created ranging 
cultures from one that fostered “mistrust” and “insecurities in employees that 
were unnecessary” to one with a “nice attitude toward people but tended to lose 
track of details” and currently, she stated 
I mean administration has changed, too, a great deal. She lamented, 
“You know, there's always schools with administrators who don't 
seem to have a clue, just like there are teachers who are bad, but I 
think there's less tolerance of that right now. 
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This actor recounted a longstanding phrase very familiar in education: “People 
come and people go but the teachers are still here.” Finally, Teacher 2 spoke to 
the demographic shift over the past 20 years,    
Well, there's the culture of the district and then there's the culture 
and mindset of the people who work in the district. I would say the 
district has become much, much less diverse in the years that I've 
lived here…. Used to be that Schools X, Y, and Z, the west side 
schools, majority Anglo. School W was considered the African-
American school, even though it always had a lot of Hispanic kids. 
Because the magnets, when the magnets formed, that was around 
the time I sent my son to high school, before I started working in 
the district, there were magnets at School W that caused more 
Anglo kids to go there. But basically it's not so much been White 
flight as it has been middle-class flight…; more majority minority 
at every school.  
The evolution of the district gives us the backdrop to understand the current 
realities of the district. The system actors also provide a portrait of the district 
based on their role and vantage point.  
District Leadership Perspectives 
The actors representing district leadership were asked to describe their 
district. This section captures their views. From a leadership standpoint, the 
superintendent credited the district with having reasonable human and fiscal 
resources that if distributed and utilized properly could afford many opportunities 
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to their students. The district leadership was interested in improving collaboration 
among its high schools and focused on “creating collective capacity, with an 
emphasis on student results and embracing the common core within the ACT 
framework, developing a data [culture], and transforming instruction and learning 
through a growth model.” The assistant superintendent believed there were good 
people working in the district that cared deeply about their students. She 
expanded these thoughts by stating,    
So much so that I think we become a little bit fragmented and 
scattered, and our lack of focus, I think, is a direct cause or 
contributing factor to us not achieving at high levels. We tend to 
grab at a lot of things. That’s common in education over all I think. 
Let’s grab the latest trend, the latest quick fix but more so in urban 
districts. So we have a lot going on with little evidence of true 
[impact], whether it’s implementation with fidelity or outcomes 
that, you know, they’re getting us where we need to be.  
The assistant superintendent also believed one of the districts barriers was its 
culture and “there are some people who still have that doubt about these kids 
really going to colleges. Like that’s, you know I think there is a percentage of our 
staff that feel like, “Yeah that’s all good, that’s all nice to say but they’re not 
really gonna do it.” She also said, “I do not see the level of rigor or high 
expectations for kids here.”  
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School Implementers’ Perspectives 
It was also important to document the perspective of the participating 
schools in describing their district. The insight shared by Blue Sky and Desert 
Flower about their district foreshadows the overall themes that emerged from this 
study, which will be introduced later in this chapter.  
Blue Sky High School. 
Principal. The school principal offered his view about the district. “It’s a 
really neat district; it’s just so large. I think there may be some distinct obstacles 
that they have to face due to the sheer size of an educational institution. There are 
so many different needs from across the district.” He also saw the district as 
“definitely striving hard to achieve equity, but that’s always gonna be something 
that we have to look at.” He thinks highly of the superintendent and the leadership 
team and feels they are “responsive to his needs… and feels very supported.”  
Teachers. The teachers saw many challenges for the district. For example, 
Teacher 1 defined these challenges: “We have a student population that has 
several challenges to it. Socioeconomic challenges. Students are constantly 
moving…. Their lives are transient to a certain extent. I mean funding-wise, we're 
in a really tough situation right now.” Teacher 2 discussed compensation and said, 
“The district is known for paying their teachers better and not financially trample 
on employees” and claimed the district’s reputation was good, but could not 
elaborate beyond “it’s positive based on school safety.”  
Counselors. A few counselors offered their views about the district. For 
example, the head counselor attended this district during her high school years 
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and she recalled the district “did well, and you got a good education out of it. You 
feel like now that expectation isn’t there the way it was when you were a student.” 
Counselor 2 stressed the identity of her school and others in lieu of a district 
description. She said, “Well, the district, I worked at different schools, so I think 
it’s more probably the environment of the schools.” Yet another counselor 
believed “they wanna do the best thing, and I'm in line with their thinking. Once it 
gets dispersed to the schools, then it kind of gets construed I feel.” 
Desert Flower High School. 
The school leader and the teachers were most descriptive in speaking 
about their district. A few counselors offered additional viewpoints.  
Principal. The principal lent her perspective about the district 
demographic shift. She stated, “Well, obviously this is an urban district. And our 
demographics have I think changed over the years. We’ve become higher 
minority in population and low SES.” She thinks “the district has a really good 
story to tell in terms of how we compare to other urban districts, and we are 
accomplishing. And I don’t think we tell our story well enough, or loudly 
enough.” 
Teachers. Teacher 1portrayed the district as engaged and supportive yet 
distinct by schools and still lacking clarity around district mission. He said,  
Well, I think that every high school is different. Every high school 
has a different culture...I think that they [district] are very 
supportive of the teachers, and although we don't have a chance to 
communicate with them directly very often, I have been in 
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situations where I have had one of the superintendents come by 
and ask me what I'm doing, and they'll stay in the class.  
The teacher continued,  
But seeing what their overall vision is, we still are not getting a clear 
picture. I think if they could give us a clearer picture, I think that we could 
get more on board with their mission, and I think that that's really 
important for us as teachers to be on board with the district.”  
Teacher 2, who had offered her historical perspective of the district, which 
essentially illuminated the demographic shift, also added, “One thing I will say, 
we are innovative in this district as teachers. When you have nothing but upper-
middle-class students, you don't have to be innovative. They're gonna do it with or 
without you.” 
Counselors. A few counselors shared their views. The head counselor 
described the district as having its challenges, specifically losing a voice for 
counseling at the district-level. The counselor shared her frustration: 
Our department used to have a [district] person over us. And we 
don’t have that person anymore. So, we kinda have an assistant 
superintendent over us, and we have this person and that person, an 
articulation specialist or something. Not really, people that 
understand counseling…. I don’t feel like we’re heard. 
Counselor 2 talked about the enormity in size of the district and witnessed 
encouraging changes, “What I like is I think we do keep, we try to raise the bar 
for our kids. I really love that, and we’re getting support.” She felt the district is 
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behind and that “we should have been doing a long time ago. At least we’re 
working toward it.” The description of the district provided by the participating 
high schools segueways into the four major themes that emerged in this study.  
PART II: ANALYSIS OF THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE REFORM 
Part II introduces the four themes that emerged from the data analysis 
process of the qualitative interviews, a student focus group accompanied by 
classroom and general meeting observations, and document reviews of the district 
and participating schools. The analysis included a total of 23 system actor 
participants for this study. The four themes are as follows: (a) Building Capacity 
of Actors, (b) Communication, (c) Policy and Politics, and (d) Academic Rigor 
and High Expectations.  
Students were included in this study; their interview questions went 
beyond seeking their knowledge about the district initiative (see Appendix B). 
Additional questions were asked about their college planning and preparation 
experience, which differed from the remainder of the system actors. 
In the introduction of these themes, this section is divided into three parts: 
district leadership, school implementers, and intended beneficiaries. District 
leadership described their vantage point about roles, expectations and the level of 
interactions with actors around these themes. The school implementers’ section 
documented the actors’ knowledge base, experiences, perceptions, interpretations 
and actions that guided their practices in implementing the district’s initiative. 
The intended beneficiaries section incorporates the students’ level of knowledge 
about this initiative. These perspectives are reflected in the four themes presented. 
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District Leadership 
The themes in this section are presented from the district - level vantage 
point. The district leadership is comprised of the superintendent, assistant 
superintendent, and the district union president. Their narratives include their 
roles, expectations, their interactions among actors and the challenges they felt 
needed to be addressed.  
Theme 1: Building Capacity of Actors  
Superintendent. In 2008, the current superintendent was hired. Prior to 
the superintendent’s hire, the district governing board had experienced a high 
turnover of members and was engaged in a discussion about changing the mission 
of the district, one that reflected the future direction it aspired to reach for all its 
students. The mission that was decided upon was simple and powerful “to prepare 
every student for success in college, career and life” (ABC High School District, 
2012). 
The superintendent identified an ambitious vision for his district: 
To be unlike any other large urban district where we’re focused on 
student issues and less so on adult issues, where academic 
achievement is the number one priority, where our schools are-
where culture and climate of our schools is positive, where they’re 
safe. 
The superintendent is reasonably realistic and doesn’t “expect instant success.” 
For the first three years, he has worked on district morale, relationship building, 
and listening to the needs of employees district-wide. The union president 
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concurred with the superintendent’s focus the first few years and described him as 
“somebody who believes in the importance of relationships.” He also commented,  
One of the big reasons I think things move so slowly is simply 
because he also sort of – he wants to keep the morale up on both 
sides – on all sides, and that includes the administrative side, too, 
so, he’s got a tough job. He’s got a tightrope to go with some of 
these people that were already in place before he got there.  
The superintendent recognized the value of building the will of his district 
and believed 
…it’s going to take… so we’re done with three years. I think now 
– I think my superintendency started like six months ago. I think it 
took two years to calm the waters, to build the coalition and to get 
folks headed in the right direction. Now, it’s time to produce. I 
would hope by year five.  
The superintendent said,  
…my expectation is that the system, that each school gets better 
and the system gets better as well and that it’s my job to identify 
those leaders who are making progress, those leaders who have the 
right value system around student success academically but also 
socially and emotionally because we serve a larger purpose here. 
His expectation is “there are no throwaway kids, that we’re not going to doctor 
the data so that we can be a performing school…it’s not good, it’s not sustainable 
and…I think, morally corrupt.”  
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The superintendent believed his role is to build the leadership capacity of 
district employees and identify talented leaders and nurture their growth to “put 
them in positions where they can be more successful” and groom his leaders for 
future opportunities in the district. He also believed his role was to maneuver and  
insulate them [school staff] from the politics, insulate them from 
the obstacles so that they can focus on the center piece to that 
entire framework which is teacher, student, and content. From that, 
we build the other things. That’s got to be at the center of our 
conversation. 
He also strived to be a champion about the mission and  
To stay on message, to be relentless about modeling the belief and 
the activities around all of our students, our college and career 
material and be relentless about that to hold people accountable, to 
hire and unhire effectively and set the organization up.”  
He believed that modeling the right behaviors could permeate throughout the 
entire district, such as “modeling behaviors for principals so that they can model 
those behaviors to teachers so they can model those behaviors for kids and, you 
know, actions and-and promote people who have those kind of, you know, skill 
sets.” 
The superintendent understands that he must place an emphasis on 
“effective leaders that have political and interpersonal IQ and the ability to move 
others because a principal can’t educate, you know, 2500 kids. I can’t do this by 
myself.” He asserted that “it’s about investing in others because if you do that, 
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then, under the right context though, it comes back to you tenfold and the kids 
win.” The superintendent stated that the district needs to build capacity for his 
school leaders with the professional learning community because “some people 
are doing exceptionally well and other people are not. How to begin systems and 
sustain systems whereby instruction is the focus and the number one priority. ”  
The superintendent made it very clear the recognition of each actor’s role 
is critical to the district’s success: 
The rest of the leadership team is to implement the mission and 
play their position. I think organizations get off task when folks do 
work outside of their-the mission creep or the areas of 
responsibility when they begin to blend, that could be problematic 
because then who am I really accountable to? “I can’t do my job 
because I’m doing her job.” I don’t want to hear that. I don’t want 
you to do her job and if she’s not doing her job, we’ll hold her 
accountable. 
Assistant Superintendent. The assistant superintendent was hired three 
months before the study began and was charged with curriculum, instruction and 
accountability. At the time of her interview, she had become fully immersed 
within the past three months. The superintendent made it very clear that he’s “not 
involved at an intimate level with the play-by play implementation of this 
[effort].” He is relying on the assistant superintendent and the newly hired 
curriculum director to lead this initiative (Principals’ Professional Learning 
Community Meeting, February 24, 2011).  
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The assistant superintendent believed her role in the implementation of 
this initiative was to focus, reorient, redirect, and build capacity of the principals. 
She emphasized on numerous occasions about  
bringing people constantly back to the mission, and talking about 
how the work that we do in curriculum, instruction, and 
accountability will get us there. And so when we analyze our 
curriculum, and implement the curriculum, we talk about is it at a 
high enough level of rigor to prepare kids for college. 
She believed every decision they make would have “to set us up and our kids up 
strategically to accomplish that.”  
She also indicated the valuable role of counseling in this initiative and 
expanded this thought by stating 
when we look at revamping our counseling, what our guidance 
counselors do, and the expectation and the role of counselors. It’s 
with that in mind. You know our counselors are, have, we’re 
redirecting, and talking about the fact that it’s important we believe 
in them. And prepare them. 
This statement is extremely important because the counseling perspective will 
surface in greater detail in the Chapter 5 that shows a disconnect between 
counseling and administration.  
 According to the assistant superintendent, she is also charged with 
streamlining fragmentation that exists district-wide with various programs and 
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prioritizing them based on how well they furthered the district’s goals. She has 
been asking district and school staff to be outcomes driven by inquiring,  
So, how is this program, or this pot of money, or this resource 
going to increase student achievement? Or show me how it’s 
making a difference in impacting achievement on your campus. It 
may feel good. It may look good. It may be really great. But if it’s 
not getting us where we need to be, we may need to change 
something. 
Related to accountability toward the mission change, the superintendent, 
assistant superintendent and the leadership team continue to have conversations 
about the need for every single individual to understand their roles and 
responsibilities. The assistant superintendent expounded: 
If we’re going to accomplish that mission then we all need to 
understand what that looks like, and what it means for each one of 
our departments. So it’s not just a curriculum, if we’re in charge of 
data and technology, what does that mean to my department…? 
What does that look like in HR? What does it look like in Finance? 
Last, the assistant superintendent credited spending time to work with the school 
principals as critical to building their leadership capacity,  
In terms of, we are not an island at our own little school. Each of 
our successes are inter-related, and I depend on you and you 
depend on me. And although competition is healthy, when I came 
the principals, the school leaders just seemed very shut, they just 
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shut down kind of. Like there was this big barrier between the 
district, them, each other. 
Through the assistant superintendent’s coaching and support, she had seen 
progress in the school principals “in terms of their ability to share, their 
willingness to share, their preparedness, [and] their participation in meetings.” 
She had also encouraged school principals to become more engaged and 
collaborative in the planning for the upcoming year and stated “they’re leading 
the entire administrator academy in July, which is really nice. They developed the 
initiatives that we’re rolling out for next year, which are amazing.” The assistant 
superintendent outlined the five district initiative foci as (a) Creating collective 
capacity, (b) Focusing on student results, (c) Embracing the Common Core within 
the ACT framework, (d) Developing a data [culture], and (e) Transforming 
instruction and learning through a growth-model. I observed a district meeting 
with the principals that provided training on the ACT framework, which is an 
evidence-based framework that identifies educator practices at the various levels 
of the school system that is intended to prepare all students to master high 
academic standards (NCEA|ACT, 2011; Principals’ Professional Learning 
Community, 2011). 
Union President. The union president suggested the need for the district 
to build the capacity of excelling and poor performing teachers differently to raise 
student achievement. He also discussed the need to make a “concerted effort with 
the parents, where there was some sort of accountability; having good data that 
informs teachers where students are accelerating their learning; and including 
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input from students, themselves, of where are they learning the most.” The union 
president also suggested that, “there’s a lot to be said for school teachers having a 
lot more flexibility in exactly what is focused on in any given class when the 
teachers dedicated to being the best he or she can be.” He also acknowledged that 
certain types of teachers need to be dealt with differently and given greater 
structure in the classroom. He said,     
Somebody who is really, is a lazy teacher… and they really are 
trying to do the least possible, which do exist, then having these 
standards and being told exactly what to have to teach every three 
weeks and exactly what test they have to give, that actually makes 
them a better teacher, because now they have to do these things.  
Theme 2: Communication 
 This theme reflects the communication of the mission from its inception 
and the general communication lines between leadership and school staff during 
the implementation of the initiative.  
The superintendent, upon his arrival, began a “hundred days of listening” 
tour throughout the district listening to district personnel. To him, “It makes a lot 
of sense because folks want to be heard and those closest to the problems often 
have the best solutions if you listen to enough of them.” The intent was to listen to 
all the personnel district-wide and compile their feedback to “make a presentation 
to our governing board in November.”  
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At the district-level, the superintendent met with small groups of ten. He 
said, 
One day, it was – I think we did it by alphabetical order… where 
we had a mixture of people. I met with 10 people, you know, five 
days a week and I said, ‘You know, I’m the new superintendent. I 
want to hear from you. We have this new mission. I know what it 
means to me but what does it mean to you?’ 
He received much feedback, so much so, that “they all chimed in and really kind 
of struggled with, you know, ‘Is this really achievable by us?’ In every group after 
the one or two naysayers kind of piped up, the others said, ‘Absolutely.’”  
The most striking story shared by the superintendent was the commentary 
given by school personnel about the new mission and initiative. The 
superintendent said he was surprised by what he learned from a staff member who 
said, “You know, I went to this school. I went to that high school over there and 
nobody told me that I could go to college. Nobody mentioned it to me and these 
counselors–” The Superintendent interjected, “A lot of responsibility [was placed] 
on the guidance staff [counselors].” The superintendent summarized the listening 
tour as providing evidence of “a lot of pent-up disappointment and actually almost 
pent-up anger from those folks who are Kingston [pseudonym for the city] people 
and went to ABC School District. They’ll say stuff like, ‘God, I wish we had this 
when I was in school.’” 
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Upon completing his listening tour with district office personnel, the then 
new superintendent proceeded to meet with school staff and student, family and 
community leaders when the school year commenced. He relied on having 
the same conversation, same structure at every campus, you know, 
morning meeting, an afternoon meeting and visited all 16 sites. I 
had the same conversation with our parent groups [at every school 
site] as well and with our community leaders. 
He proceeded, “with students, primarily with the student leaders, student council 
groups…, that was the most efficient way to hear from them.” The district also 
developed and disseminated newsletters reinforcing the district’s mission, 
indicators and examples of activities aligning to the mission throughout the 
schools in the district. Blue Sky and Desert Flower were highlighted in the 
newsletter. This communication piece was intended for the families and 
community and displayed throughout the schools and district (ABC District 
Spring Newsletter, 2011). 
 The district-wide communication was not highly emphasized among the 
district actors. The superintendent did not make much mention of the lines of 
communication from district to schools, other than what he stated early in his 
tenure with the “talking tour.” The assistant superintendent spoke about the 
articulation and communication around the curriculum work and made clear to tie 
this communication to the overall district goal so that “kids are able and ready to 
success so they go to college.” The union president expressed the lack of 
knowledge teachers had about the new advisory period that was approved and 
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being piloted in certain schools at the time of the interview. He said, “I don’t 
think hardly any of my teachers, even who voted to have an advisory period, 
would be able to explain their support for an advisory period further than having 
this general concept.” He had presented this sentiment at a previously attended 
governing board meeting (ABC Governing Board Meeting, 2011).  
Theme 3: Policy and Politics 
 Each district leader described her/his own experience and interpretation 
regarding district policies and/or internal and external politics in the district. The 
actors alluded to the interplay between policy and politics. The actors were 
optimistic about the state policy efforts to measure student achievement through a 
student growth model and this also boded well with teachers. They also believed 
that district policies needed to be aligned to the district initiative. This was evident 
from the superintendent and the union president’s perspective. The process to 
engage key stakeholders moved slowly and posed barriers to the district’s goals if 
not addressed. For example, the politics among the teachers’ union and the district 
infringed on its ability to adopt policies that were more closely aligned with the 
district’s college readiness initiative. Please refer to Figure 2 for a visual 
representation of the Policy Profile. The superintendent and the union president 
provided greater insight into these nuances. The superintendent alluded to trying 
to maintain a “delicate balance” among the governing board, district’s teachers’ 
union, and internal/external accountability demands and influences. The assistant 
superintendent reported the necessity to have alignment between district policies 
and the implementation of the initiative with no specificity. The union president 
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placed emphasis on the district attendance policy as adversely impacting teachers’ 
ability to demonstrate gains in student academic performance. This theme also 
surfaced with the school implementers, which will be presented in the subsequent 
section of this chapter.  
 In terms of external accountability pressures, the superintendent stated, 
I think though the college and career preparedness movement is 
bigger than us obviously. You know, our translation of that into 
action, you have to be consistent about that. Otherwise, you’re all 
over the place. Otherwise, we’re using nice fancy words and 
teachers aren’t connecting the triangle. We haven’t found that level 
yet. 
He believed some departments within some schools have made the connections.  
The superintendent felt the urgency to recognize the student demographics 
of the state and the district. He said, “If we’re not educating these populations, 
we’re in big trouble because that is the future workforce.” He believed 
stereotyping of their students is still pervasive in the community and is working 
through this challenge. He stated, 
When you visit with our schools, and interact with our kids, and 
you get beyond all of the race and ethnicity and socioeconomic, 
politics and stereotyping that take place that people can discover 
that our kids have a great deal of promise. 
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He also discussed with school leaders legislative updates that could have 
implications on their undocumented students and district overall (Principals’ 
Professional Learning Community Meeting, 2011).  
The district actors felt very positive about the changes to state level 
accountability focused on a student growth model that may provide a more 
accurate reflection of the teachers’ performance as opposed to solely measuring 
performance through high-stakes tests. The superintendent continued, 
This idea of the growth model, I think, is going to be phenomenal 
for districts like ours because instead of folks seeing this 
achievement bar, by 2014, we’re all going to be handsome and 
strong and good-looking like, that’s an unachievable in the views 
in the eyes of some teachers. 
The superintendent discussed that part of making the initiative a success 
would required the adoption and enforcement of policies that support the hiring of 
like-minded staff. He expressed, 
In the same that I need to have good principals, they need to hire 
teachers who are of the same ilk and we have to take a look at 
some of our mechanic, our programmatic things such as [teacher] 
transfer policies and other internal mechanisms that prevent some 
momentum. 
He gave an example of the negative impact the teacher transfer policies have on 
schools. Current teacher transfer policies allow teachers with seniority to request a 
transfer to a school of her/his choice and displace a current teacher in a school 
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who might have a stronger connection to the school’s culture and is aligned to the 
district initiative. As an example, he noted, “that person [requesting a transfer] 
may be of a very different belief system than the direction that your math 
department is.”  
The superintendent continuously emphasized “careful collaboration” when 
working with the teachers association and moving toward “coalition building 
around fulfilling the mission or around helping good people get better and helping 
adults who are not producing for kids to move on elsewhere. That’s where we’re 
just getting started.”  
The union president claimed that the district’s student attendance policy is 
affecting teachers’ overall performance by stating, “A student has to miss 10 days 
of every single solitary course to even be supposedly considered a person that 
could be dropped out of school because of absences.” He voiced concern that the 
policy would not likely be enforced due to the harmful affect on district 
enrollment, thus potentially causing greater economic hardship.  
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Figure 2. Policy profile.  
National 
•Elementary and Secondary Education Act 2010 
•Common Core Standards Initiative 2011 
State 
•Education, Career Academic Plans (ECAP) 2008 
•Adoption of Common Core Standards 2010 
•State Student Growth Model 2010 
•High School Graduation Math Requirement - Class of 2013 
•State Move on When Ready Initiative 2011 
District 
•District Goal -  SIMS 
•Advisory 2011 
•ACT District-wide adminstration for Juniors 2009 
•ACT/NCEA Core Practice Framework 2011 
•Attendance & Teacher Transfer Policies (longstanding) 
•Budgetary Policies (longstanding) 
Blue Sky 
•Advisory 2011 
•Cambridge 2011 
•Corrective Action 2011 
Desert  
Rose 
•School Goal -College Readiness Measured by ACT 2011 
•Adminstration of Explore, PLAN & ACT 2006 
•ACT Quality Core 2011 
•School Policy adopted for a full-time senior courseload (unknown) 
•Inclusion of a career exploration course for all sophomores (unknown) 
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From the district perspective, national and state policies were adding 
pressure to the districts. The superintendent and the additional district leaders 
alluded to these policies as being positively supporting their college readiness 
initiative, despite their ongoing challenges. The school-level system actors also 
provided insight about their supportive and divergent views about certain state 
policies in Part II of this chapter, thus denoting the type and degree of coupling 
these policies have to the district initiative. See Figure 2 above for the national 
and state policies.  
The district-level policies introduced by all system actors demonstrate 
different types of coupling. I will briefly forecast these couplings in order to 
provide greater context for the themes of this study. The Advisory Program, 
which the district introduced to all schools, began with a pilot phase. The 
Advisory Program is designed to enhance the school’s overall academic and 
student support services plan and provide a more personalized learning 
environment where all students have continuous interaction with at least one adult 
(Educators for Social Responsibility, 2012). The district stressed that this was not 
a top-down initiative and gave schools two options; implementation fall of 2011or 
fall 2012. Blue Sky was a pilot school and most of the actors acknowledged the 
pilot as being worthwhile or helpful. Desert Flower was not a pilot school, 
however the system actors discussed the Advisory program and expected its 
implementation soon. In general, teachers from both schools, were unfamiliar 
with the details of the program, and were uncomfortable with its ambiguity. The 
district’s initiative was loosely coupled to the schools because they were given 
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latitude about when and how to implement advisory. I did not get a sense from 
district actors that they were providing much direction about its implementation 
and communication of the program outside of the meetings with principals.  
The ACT assessment district-wide administration began in 2009 and was 
top-down and tightly aligned to the district goals. All junior students take the 
exam during the school day. The district administrators’ and Desert Flower 
actors’ beliefs  about this being a good policy that was providing data about their 
students’ college and career readiness suggested  this policy was an example of 
tight coupling between schools and district policies. Likewise, at Blue Sky, the 
principal and the counselors’ beliefs also suggested this was an instance of tight 
coupling. Also, the district hired the American College Test (ACT) organization, 
through the National Center on Education Achievement (NCEA) to implement 
NCEA’s Core Practice Framework district-wide. This framework outlines the 
evidence-based educator practices at each level of a school system -district, 
school, and classroom that are needed to help all students master high standards 
(National Center on Education Achievement, 2012). Lenay and I observed the 
training conducted by NCEA for the principals and we also observed Desert 
Flower’s meeting with her leadership group to complete the tasks of the 
framework. I did not see evidence of this work at Blue Sky. The attendance and 
teacher transfer, and budgetary policies that were discussed as major concerns by 
different sets of system actors are longstanding in the district are examples of 
tight coupling between the district and the schools that is in tension with the 
college readiness initiative.  
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The school-level policies looked different for Blue Sky and Desert Flower. 
Blue Sky was placed in corrective action and were in the midst of implementation 
of their plan during this study and every actor made mention of their corrective 
action status. Blue Sky also piloted the Advisory program in the fall of 2011 one 
day per week. They also volunteered to be an early adopter of MFWR and began 
the implementation of the Cambridge curriculum in the fall as well. This 
curriculum is also aligned to the common core standards. This curriculum and the 
Advisory program were implemented  as a part of their corrective action plan.  
Desert Flower had adopted policies that supported their college going 
mission prior to the district’s initiative. Desert Flower had decided to administer 
the ACT assessments many years prior to the district-wide administration. The 
school also implemented a policy that required all seniors to take a full courseload 
because it was an expectation that their students take core courses to prepare for 
postsecondary pathways. The counselors alluded to this but did not provide 
specificity about the implementation date. Because Desert Flower had a 
comprehensive offering of Career and Technical Education (CTE) courses, they 
were also able to institute a career exploration class that all sophomores took to 
determine their CTE course interests. Finally, Desert Flower adopted the ACT 
Quality Core curriculum in 2011 through the MFWR initiative. This curriculum 
offers core flexible components to improve and align the high school curriculum 
and instructional materials to the common core standards (ACT, 2012).  
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Theme 4: Academic Rigor and High Expectations 
The superintendent framed this theme around the expectations for schools 
that included a culture of college going, of high expectations. His expectations 
revolve around the triangle of “student, teacher, and content,” where teachers 
focus on student learning so that all students have opportunities to be successful 
in their chosen postsecondary pathway. The district created and disseminated a 
college and career leaflet, an outreach communication that described this concept 
for the schools, families and community to comprehend (District Leaflet, 2011).  
The superintendent said he would like the district to 
be unlike any other large urban district where we’re focused on 
student issues and less so on adult issues, where academic 
achievement is the number one priority, where our schools are-
where culture and climate of our schools is positive, where they’re 
safe. 
He also spoke about measuring improvement in student learning and preparedness 
through the use of ACT assessments throughout the district. He further stated, 
I would like to see our ACT tests as our baseline, comparing 
ourselves to other large urban districts nationally. I would like to 
see those scores steadily rise. I would like to see the number of 
students who are prepared for college courses to increase 
dramatically. I would like to see those students who are not 
college-bound to be – to have that be their decision, to be prepared 
for the world of work. I’d like to see the expansion of our CTE 
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programs for all students but particularly for those students who 
are looking to work immediately.  
Having shared the above, the Superintendent believed they still “have 
many, many, many who are still on the fence and it’s our job to help them 
discover that this [new mission], in fact, is still achievable.” He would continue to 
spend time working with this group of individuals.  
The assistant superintendent said she has spent a majority of her time 
setting high expectations and continually reminding school leaders and teachers 
the charge and direction of the district. She also expressed much concern about 
the culture of the district and teachers’ misperception about their own 
performance as being high when it is, in her view, low based on her curricular 
expectations. At the time of the study, she continued to hear staff comments, such 
as, “Well our kids don’t really go,” or “They don’t go to out of state colleges.” 
She said, “Wow than that’s a problem if that’s our mission.” As she provides 
leadership to implement the curriculum, she sets the expectations for the school 
principals by asking “is it [instruction] a high-enough level of rigor to prepare 
kids for college.” The union president’s primary interest around this theme was to 
express his hopefulness that “teachers’ take advantage of this opportunity to 
identify every single… indicator of learning” as the district designs teacher 
performance based evaluations.  
School Implementers 
The four themes discussed in this section emerged from the 
implementation work that was underway in the district. To gain a deeper 
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understanding and appreciation of the extent of this work, Blue Sky and Desert 
Flower and its school actors were chosen for a host of reasons articulated in 
Chapter 3, including the fact that these schools were the few that volunteered to 
begin implementation in the fall of 2010. It is also important to acknowledge that 
this study is framed from a perspective of willing school leadership to fully adopt 
and engage in the district mission with comprehensive implementation at the 
school-level. Each school had varying motivations and degrees of engagement 
and demonstrated progress along the implementation continuum. This study does 
not claim to capture the collective perspective of all16 schools within the school 
district. The subsequent section will entail these four themes from the 
Implementer’s perspective, which includes school principals, teachers and 
counselors.  
Theme 1: Building Capacity 
A school district that pursues widespread change requires a cultural shift 
that must address the organizational capacity needs of its schools to successfully 
transform itself into a new reality, one that can be captured by the district mission 
of “preparing every student for success in college, career and life” (ABC School 
District, 2012).  
This theme addresses the roles and needs of the principals in leading their 
schools’ during the implementation of the district initiative. The descriptions of 
the specific needs of the system actors to be effective in their role toward helping 
their students to be successful are also included. Each system actor also revealed 
areas that could be improved upon by other actors depending on their 
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hierarchical/organizational leadership position. At times, the actors described 
needs for their own peers and the needs of students to increase their own capacity.  
Blue Sky High School. 
Principal. The principal at Blue Sky believed his role to be supportive and 
diligent about advancing the district’s mission at this school. He wanted to 
accomplish the following: 
To support our kids and our staff in fulfilling that mission and for 
me to reflect back on any and everything that I do through all my 
practices. Anytime you’re trying to do an institutional change, it 
doesn’t happen overnight, so I think I need to keep the energy up. I 
think I need to continue to bring people back and review. 
The principal expressed his own capacity needs in terms of wanting more time, 
which was common among all actors, and support on how best to work with his 
five partnering elementary schools in the areas of vertical professional 
development on the newly implemented Cambridge curriculum,   
I’ve purchased, with our dollars, the Cambridge curriculum all the 
way down to the kindergarten level. That will allow the feeder 
districts to have access to the curriculum just like our teachers here 
at Blue Sky. I need to be able to get those teachers trained and 
understand those pieces, that way they’ll start to better understand 
what it’s like to be high school ready for Cambridge. That’s some 
things that we have much work to do. 
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The principal also articulated the need to build community capacity by addressing 
and reversing a longstanding negative community perception about Blue Sky, 
which included its partnering schools. He admitted his school has had issues to 
deal with in the past, 
there were some black eyes that we had in the community, and it’s 
taken us a while to overcome those issues. Parents thinking and the 
community thinking about, oh, well, that’s where gangs go or 
that’s where there’s drugs, that’s something that you have to fight 
every day. 
He believed the best approach to addressing the negative community perceptions 
was through improving the academic culture of the school, “We wanna be a great 
school. That’s why we’re doing Cambridge [and] advisory. That’s why we’ve 
instituted an evening school” (Instructional Cabinet Meeting, 2011). 
Teachers. Collectively, the two teachers interviewed allotted time for 
discussing data at their school; yet, both gave opposing viewpoints about the use 
of data in their school and department signaling differentiated levels of access and 
usage. They each highlighted different capacity needs in the areas of technology 
and professional learning community (PLC) work. Teacher 1, who taught English, 
expressed frustration about the lack of data he received from his school. He does 
not have state-wide testing data or grades from the previous year to gauge the 
academic performance levels of his students. Last year he acquired an eighth-
grade reading test from a vendor to administer as an informal assessment tool for 
his junior and senior students to determine their performance level and it was  
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A 50-question test, and fewer than half of my students earned more 
than 50% on the test….Yes, yes, and the numbers were a bit 
discouraging on that, but having that information…. So, to be able 
to have information like that kind of coming in, letting me know 
where they are.  
He believed having a focus on data was a necessity for his school and department 
to better support their students because he “thinks there are students who are 
struggling but want to succeed” and “to actually have some sort of continuum 
where I can see where the students were and where they're going to be” would 
support the success of his students. Teacher 1 also discussed the need to have 
greater access to technology and training that would benefit instruction and 
students as well, for example, they [school] placed a SMART board in his room 
this year and he said, “it’s wonderful. It’s kinda cool for me to play with, but it 
doesn’t necessarily add to the students.” His comment addresses the common 
challenge districts face with acquiring certain types of technology without 
appropriately assessing technology needs and investing in professional 
development to fully understand technology capabilities to effectively integrate as 
an instructional tool in the classroom to enhance student learning.  
Teacher 2 gave a conflicting view about data. From her perspective as a 
former team leader in the math department, when her school purchased a system 
to be data-driven, she was “concerned it was TMI [too much information]” when 
the school was providing aggregate data for her department. Prior to the new data 
system, she admitted to figuring out “most of the work by hand and the new 
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system may be helpful.” Teacher 2 also articulated a preference for “more time 
with PLC work. PLC time is good” as opposed to spending more time in larger 
school-wide meetings, which she did not find value in them and found them “less 
effective” use of her time. This especially resonated with her as an area to build 
capacity because she took the initiative to teach a new senior level math course 
recently approved by the state and alluded to an “uncomfortableness felt by 
students, parents and administrators.”  
Counselors. The counseling department in Blue Sky underwent major 
restructuring during the academic year of this study. The restructuring mid-year 
created chaos for the counseling staff, students and families. Because of this 
experience, a majority of the counselors cited the need for stability, improved 
coordination and a level standardization of their work. The head counselor, who 
was new to her position at Blue Sky, but not new to the district, spoke about the 
current restructuring of the counseling department led to a shift in counselor 
responsibilities. All counselors were expected to become generalists and serve all 
student needs. Previously each counselor worked with target student groups. The 
head counselor believed this new approach had not served students well. She said, 
“We just need to find a way to restructure the way we actually counsel the 
students, however that looks.”  
Counselor 3 discussed the need to alleviate the issues associated with 
restructuring quickly with the anticipation that the Advisory program would 
require them to  “have a systemic way of handling it [the work] that is 
standardized, so that maybe as advisory changes to five days a week next year, I, 
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really [think] that will be our solution.” Counselor 2 expanded on the need “to be 
a little standard throughout…I mean just the policies and procedures.” They 
believed there was a need to have clarity around policies and procedures. The 
comments of the counselors signaled the need for greater district leadership and 
coaching to which they were accustomed.  
There were two other noteworthy areas in this part of my analysis. First, 
Counselor 1 captured the need to take to scale their work with students. He went 
on to say, “I would like to see more direct access with my kids. Or more ways to 
add capacity. ‘Cause, I’m only one, so if I could finds ways to present material to 
classes, or to larger groups.” He provided an example of the struggle to scaling 
counseling activities and maintaining individual appointments with an 
overwhelmingly high counselor to student ratio.  
We have been trying to do that with scholarship meetings, and we 
do four plus four meetings like big group meetings, and parent 
meetings big. So we try and get more capacity. Because I think the 
old way of doing counseling is one and one. And it really, with so 
many kids, I have 320 kids approximately. It’s just, it’s not 
possible. And we’re constantly pulling kids out of class time. And 
I don’t think that’s the most productive way to do it. 
The second area was to enhance their professional development in college 
planning and in understanding how best to serve their first-generation student 
population. Counselor 3 reported these two aspects of professional development. 
She stated, “My huge interest is in getting better at helping kids do college 
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planning’s so I’m also a member of NACAC and HECA…there’s a lot of really 
good information for guidance counselors in that.” On her own accord, she was 
working on a certificate for college counseling from Harvard University and was 
the sole counselor who expressed actively sought out professional development.  
I try to; you know make sure I’m doing enough professional 
development. This year I took a class through the district that they 
offered on the college information academy…. I appreciate that 
our district is having that kind of class. I have to say, not that I 
know everything, but that sometimes to find out more we have to 
go outside of us; especially, because we don’t have someone like 
Katy [pseudonym for former district representative] anymore.  
The former district representative used to provide leadership to all counseling 
departments in the district. The loss of this representative was felt at both schools. 
Aligned to this need articulated by Counselor 3, was the fact that each counselor 
was now working with all types of students. She shared, 
One thing that’s happened as we’ve had different loads is there’s 
been a major learning curve like for me to pull my head out of how 
to get you to an out-of-state college because 80% of the kids I’m 
working with at least, are first-generation and socioeconomic level 
is low. They’re on free and reduced lunch. 
Counselor 3 shared her enthusiasm and frustration at times working with first-
generation students who do not have the experience of postsecondary attainment 
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in their family. The change in the department has helped her realize how much 
capacity building students need as well.  
Many of the counselors across both schools grappled with the challenge to 
find a balance of how much support to provide students and were conflicted with 
not “enabling” students and not appearing that they are “limiting” their options. 
Counselor 3 articulated with precision, the rationale behind how much support 
their students need in terms of “hand-holding.” Her quote is extensive; however, 
in its entirety one can begin to understand the challenges counselors face in 
providing services and supports to first-generation students with greater intensity 
than what a student from an affluent school might require.  
I’m starting from scratch with you [the student]. Because you 
really don’t know, you have no background, no vocabulary so 
really we’re building a culture; we’re building a vocabulary; we’re 
building pathways. It’s like we’re standing there with no roads. 
Initially so it takes a lot of extra time. As I look at that, it’s like 
okay I’ve got to spend extra time. If I don’t do that you know, and 
in fact we talk about it sometimes. We can bring them from the 
first step all the way through and then suddenly there’ll be one 
thing, there’ll be one form that they don’t do. They could be totally 
eligible and acceptable to FSU [pseudonym for local university]. 
They might be able to get the John Smith Scholarship Program 
Award [pseudonym for merit scholarship], but if they don’t send in 
that one thing to verify their parents taxes the whole thing 
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collapses. At a certain point, we just have to be so much on them in 
ways that you would think a kid with a 3.7 would be okay on. 
Listen they’re communicating to you to answer your email and you 
need to get on that website. You’re not going to get a letter that 
says – . “Really?” they’ll say. What? (Laughter). You are leaving 
here. You are going there. There will not be a ‘me’ there, so come 
on, man. But that’s kind of what it feels like. It’s heavy lifting on 
college planning… to kind of lay the ground work. 
Desert Flower High School.  
Principal. The principal at Desert Flower saw her role as setting “the 
vision. Just like the superintendent does for the district…. And then she has to be 
fearless in that vision. I mean, and just a rock…. You don’t sway.” She did not 
view herself as “intractable with things because obviously you’re always 
monitoring, adjusting where ever you are in life.” The principal was emphatic 
about not displaying any weakness or indecisiveness about the implementation of 
this initiative because she was certain it would proliferate throughout the school 
and possibly create factions among the different groups; she was working 
diligently to avoid this scenario at all cost. She concluded, “then, you provide all 
the support, and all the conditions, and all of the resources that you think are 
necessary to make that a reality.” The principal acknowledged she needed to 
spend more time to improve staff morale and school culture to promote “that 
we’re a team, we support each other. Because if not, it [school] starts fracturing.” 
The principal dwelled on a group of teachers who continued to be resistant to 
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fully committing to this initiative at a high enough level, where, in the principal’s 
words, teachers would say, 
I will do whatever it takes to, and I won’t stop, I will teach it over, 
and differently, and upside down. Whatever I have to do until they 
[students] learn. That’s my job.’ ‘Instead of, I taught it. They 
didn’t learn it. What am I supposed to do? And we have way too 
many of those teachers still.  
The principal felt she could improve the school’s engagement with parents 
and the surrounding community. She had struggled “with getting the kind of 
parental involvement, and outreach to our parents that we’d like and there are 
many, many factors that are part of that.” She relied on a non-profit family 
engagement organization to increase family engagement, which proved to be 
successful in bringing parents to the campus; however, she was challenged by the 
fact that she does not “have parents who want to be, or feel compelled or 
comfortable, being part of our site base management.” Her attempt to engage and 
encourage parent leadership at the site level left her perplexed that “parents would 
come, but then they wouldn’t come back the next term. Because they would 
come, they would listen, and they’d say, ‘Oh, that all sounds really good.’ You 
know? ‘I’m done.’” In terms of the community, the principal recognized that she 
had been ineffective in “bringing the community into this school” especially 
because she felt it was her responsibility to demonstrate to the larger community 
how great her students are and to create opportunities for “when they come to a 
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school, and they meet the kids, and they see the potential that these kids have I 
really think that could turn so many people around.”  
 Teachers. The teacher participants from Desert Flower are veteran 
teachers who taught both regular classes and advance classes. During my 
observations in their classrooms and in the interviews, they easily described and 
demonstrated rigor and relevance in their classrooms. Teacher 1 wanted to be 
more informed about the initiative and become more involved. He also spoke to 
the need to build the capacity of students by teaching and expecting college 
academic behaviors in the classroom that he was not seeing. Teacher 1 was not 
involved at any teacher leadership level. He did not feel the district’s decision-
making process during implementation was inclusive and informative, such as, 
helping teachers understanding which district-level strategies were adopted and 
how they connected to the school-level strategies. His comments attested to his 
need for direct communication and access to district leaders. He felt he would 
then be able to communicate with his students about the initiative with greater 
confidence if he had the information. He said he would like more 
accessibility to what is going on and the thinking behind some of 
these innovations that they want us to implement. For some of us, 
they're not innovations. We read about them all the time in journals 
and good literature or good educational materials, and I think we 
kinda wanna, like what is there. I like that. I like reading about 
what they're thinking about. Why do you think we're – how are we 
doing this, and why are we doing it? I think it would make me a 
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better teacher if I was on track with what the superintendent wants 
or what – I know what my principal wants.  
The final area Teacher 1 addressed was the need to build students’ 
capacity around setting the expectations of adhering to college academic 
behaviors. Teacher 1 provided the example of a student with a CTE [career and 
technical education] class who has expected leniency in assignment deadlines, 
tardiness, or absences.  
We're trying to establish more of a collegiate or a higher institution 
perspective on it. If you know you're gonna be gone these days, 
then you have to turn it in ahead of time. Don't do it afterward. 
Don't come and ask to take a test five days after the test has been 
given because that gives you an advantage. That means that you 
studied five extra days for the test. Some of them don't see it that 
way.  
Teacher 1 said he had spoken with counselors about this issue and they 
agreed with his assessment. They all felt that they have to “start it at the freshman 
level” to see change and there would need to be greater student accountability. 
Although the academic behavior improvements were necessary, Teacher 2 
commented on the school’s progress in developing a college going culture 
because she was observing  
A greater number of students pursuing college and living in the 
residence halls on campus without messing with the community 
college, but they’re going to be living there, cuz they don’t do so 
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well when they stay at home cuz families don’t really get the 
commitment of time they have to give to their work. The families 
want them to watch the little kids or help with the dad’s work or 
whatever, and the ones that stay at home frequently don’t do so 
well.  
Clearly, Teacher 1 identified the need to advance student academic behaviors, but 
Teacher 2 also recognized the progress toward improving the college going 
culture of the school and college matriculation. Teacher 2 only specified a need to 
enhance teaching and learning in her classroom; however, she understood it was 
not particularly necessary. She asked for “more books and a bigger budget. Better 
computers. I’d like smaller classes; what teacher wouldn’t? …Don’t give me 35 
kids.” She had 19 students in her classroom during my observation (Classroom 
Observation, 2011).  
Counselors. Four of Desert Flower counselors were interviewed for this 
study. The counseling department generally felt aligned to district and school 
goals. There was consensus across actors that the principal was the driving force 
of the school’s efforts to increase college participation rates of their students. 
These counselors were clearly more aware and comfortable with the use of and 
discussions around data. Most of their meetings had a discussion item on data. 
This was dramatically different compared to the counseling unit at Blue Sky. The 
head counselor mentioned the district would be “getting a data management 
system” in the near future to generate efficiencies and it appeared they were 
anticipating the need for training upon its arrival. The comment from the head 
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counselor indicated a discussion about data would generally be included in their 
meetings.  
The head counselor and others had different assessments of the importance 
of building capacity of their students. The head counselor voiced her concern and 
struggle with the amount of assistance she would provide students. She had the 
most difficulty addressing this conflict she felt.  
So we all have different philosophies. And I am on shifting sand 
all the time about, okay how much help am I gonna give them. 
Because if they can’t do this, if they’re not gonna be responsible 
and do this scholarship application. That’s on them. That’s my 
opinion. I want to help – so there’s like we help them along, but 
then we let go sometimes because it’s, I don’t think it’s doing them 
any good. If you hold their hand it’s not gonna do them any good. 
The other counselors did not articulate this as a struggle. Counselor 3 framed how 
she addressed the lack of student capacity and the supports they need to reach 
their goal.  
It’s a lot of hand-holding because students only do this once. Even 
if you have a parent that went to college, they don’t remember all 
the process. It changes, and so they need a lot of hand-holding…. 
A lot of it comes down to one-on-one, but the problem with one-
on-one, you don’t have enough time for one-on-one, so we try to 
reach the masses through lunch and after school workshops. 
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Counselor 2 explained how important it was to expand capacity building to reach 
the entire family to see the desired results. She shared, 
A big part of that are the parents because a lot of them don’t 
understand the system or how to help them, so we also try to 
educate the parents because it’s a team effort. It’s just not the kid 
and the counselor. It’s the parents. I think the more involved and 
the more they understand the more successful their kids are going 
to be. 
Counselor 4 suggested areas in which all students could build regardless if 
they were going straight to college, pursuing a vocational/certificate or 
employment after high school. The areas included gaining college academic 
behaviors to the importance of learning life skills. Counselor 4 stated they had 
students “who don’t know how to address envelopes or they do know, but they’re 
not sure, so it’s the confidence thing.” She was quite surprised when she 
encountered this for the first time and wondered “how could they [students] not 
know how to address an envelope” for a scholarship. She recognized that 
“sometimes they [students] haven’t been taught the basics. I found that sometimes 
you fill in those little gaps and then they make a big leap.” Similar to Blue Sky, 
Desert Flower counselors and Teacher 1 complained students were not organized 
and not turning in their homework. Counselor 4 said, “We have a lot of parent 
conferences…. Ninety percent of the time they’re the same” issues.  
Most counselors spoke enthusiastically of the gains made in terms of 
students’ significantly improving their personal statements for scholarships or 
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college applications. Counselor 3 explained how their students were struggling to 
write a strong personal statement. Then “this year as a group [counseling] we 
talked to the English teachers and showed them some of the personal statements 
that our students were writing and worked with them about what we need the 
students to be producing as far as their personal statement.” Counselor 3 
continued, “They start at the end of junior year” in their English classes and she 
has seen improvements.  
Last, Counselor 4 and others remarked about the loss of the district 
representative that counseling departments relied on for leadership, mentorship 
and facilitation of issues as they arose. Although their principal was highly 
engaged with the counseling department and the counselors felt supported, all 
counselors, regardless of position, had access to and counted on the district 
representative. At the time of the interview, Counselor 4 believed they were “on 
the fifth person now. I stopped paying attention” as to who would be their new 
district representative.  
Theme 2: Communication 
This theme has two foci. The first focus is based on the actors’ responses 
explaining their knowledge and experience with the change in the district’s 
mission from inception to the current state. The second focus introduced the 
general lines of communication among district and school actors throughout the 
implementation process.  
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Blue Sky High School. 
Questions were asked of the actors about how the change in mission and 
the general lines of communication among district and school actors about the 
implementation process was communicated. Every actor was in full agreement 
about the intensity of the dissemination of the new mission in the form of posters 
that were displayed in every classroom and throughout the school. In addition, 
most actors expressed a need to ramp up communication to the students and 
families especially. The teachers were least likely to comment on how this 
information had been disseminated and counselors appeared better informed. 
When the governing board approved the new mission, there was no directive 
given to schools to replace their own missions with the district mission. It was the 
schools’ prerogative to maintain their own missions. Blue Sky and Desert Flower 
were included in the 5 out of 16 schools district-wide decided to incorporate the 
district mission as their own (Blue Sky & Desert Flower Website Review, 2011; 
Desert Flower Instructional Cabinet/ Professional Learning Community Meeting, 
2011).  
Principal. The principal reported there was no pressure from the district to 
adopt the district mission as its own. He felt it made the most sense for his school 
to be in full alignment with the district mission. The principal asserted there was 
intentional communication for school staff and students and families. He also 
acknowledged a multi-pronged communication strategy would be necessary on an 
ongoing basis for the messages to reach full comprehension. He admitted, 
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There’s gonna still be a lot of people that are foggy at this point. It 
seems like when you’re trying to implement something very new 
you have to repeat those same stories many, many, many, many 
times. We’re trying to drill that into the kids as much as possible. 
We’ve created a House of Representatives to be able to disclose 
that information and we’ve tried to do mailings to the parents, but 
there’s still a lot of folks that are foggy about it. 
The principal provided a more concrete example about the importance of 
educating families about the mission change and the implementation of a 
rigorous, high expectation curriculum that is focused on student learning and 
performance.  
That’s really scary for many people because parents know what it’s 
like to open up the report card and see okay, A means you did 
really well, C you’re okay and F you’re in trouble…We have to do 
a paradigm shift for parents to understand that it’s about learning 
and how much did your child learn and did they learn to those 
standards.  
The principal believed it would take his school and community “years to 
develop”; however, with providing parents with 
concrete examples about here are the skill-sets your kid currently 
knows and here’s where they went in that amount of time, they just 
didn’t gain a grade, they gained three grades worth of learning, 
then they could be very comfortable.  
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Teachers. Teachers 1 and 2 pointed to the posters in their classroom with 
the district mission. Neither teacher could really articulate how the mission 
change had been communicated. Teacher 1 offered, “our principal gets on the 
intercom every so often and, as part of an announcement [made references to the 
district mission].” Interestingly, this action by the principal was also confirmed by 
the student interviewed. When asked about their knowledge about implementation 
of the new curriculum, Teacher 2 could not share much and referred to being “at 
the fringes.” Teacher 1 appeared to be more knowledgeable about the new 
curriculum implementation than Teacher 2 and complained about receiving mixed 
messages from school leadership. He said, “they’re telling us everybody is 
Cambridge, which technically they are, but were really focusing on the honors 
students for the IGSE freshmen-sophomore tests, and then the AAS junior-senior 
tests.”  
Counselors. The head counselor and Counselor 1 believed the district 
provided ample communication about the new mission, which came in the form 
of “newsletters,” “emails,” and “the Superintendent came to the school and 
spoke.” Counselor 1 added that communication also came in the form of staff and 
PLC meetings. A number of the counselors believed the school was making an 
effort to reach out to parents by including bilingual communication. Counselor 4 
stated, “It’s on the marquee, it’s in the newsletter, it’s in parent nights…. The 
show is very sparse, very few parents show up. It’s hard to get them here at 
night.” Counselor 2 was concerned about not being effective in reaching out to the 
parents of the incoming freshmen. She stated, “I think it’s harder to get the word 
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out because you’re at the mercy of the feeder schools sometimes to tell their 
eighth graders.” She believed the current students were also still confused about 
the changes.  
Desert Flower High School.  
Principal. The principal recalled hearing about the introduction of the new 
mission at a governing board meeting. She indicated communication about the 
mission early in the implementation phase was presented at every “speaking 
opportunity.” The superintendent spoke at board meetings, principal’s meetings 
and received posters with the district mission. She said, “You know each school 
got posters. And the posters were then distributed to be placed around the schools 
as well.”  
Teachers. Teacher 1 conveyed he would like to have access to and hear 
more from district leadership about the curriculum. He said, 
They can give us handouts and that, but we’d like to see – like Mr. 
Smith [pseudonym] says this, “I would like to see my teachers 
doing this because of this reason.” Or Mr. Green [pseudonym] 
says, “In curriculum I want to see a focus on curriculum guides, or 
something like this. 
Teacher 1 still felt unclear about the Advisory program, which had been adopted 
by his school and which was expected to be implemented the upcoming academic 
year (fall 2012). He also shared that the school and district was not receptive to 
outspoken teachers who challenged administrative decisions. He would voice his 
concerns or ask questions, but he also stressed that, “a lot of teachers are really 
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afraid to give any, oh, this is really good, this is really bad, or to write the 
superintendents and say, this is really working or, this is not.” Teacher 2 
mentioned their school’s communication about student success is “pretty much 
wrapped up with academic recognition.” Teacher 2 credited this focus to their 
“movement the last three years to increase our expectations of student work and 
of student behaviors in the classroom.” Both teachers concurred that the principal 
provided ample communication to staff and Teacher 2 said “she [principal] has 
been the message carrier for the district.”   
Counselors. Generally, the counselors felt that communication from the 
principal was abundant. The head counselor stated, “I think with Mary 
[pseudonym for the principal], she’s very much on that track. I mean she really 
does communicate that message all the time.” Counselor supported this 
perspective by adding,  
Maybe it’s because I’m involved I do feel like it was explained, 
but maybe not from the district. I think our administrators did a 
pretty good job about making sure that we understood what that 
meant. I kind of felt Desert Flower already had like-we were ahead 
of them [district] in a way because we don’t just prepare them, 
okay, here’s your high school diploma. They also learn a trade.  
All counselors were also communicating and interacting more with teachers. They 
had common discussion items to share, such as the issue about students producing 
inadequate personal statements that could be harming their scholarship 
opportunities. Teachers responded and they’ve seen gains in this area. Counselor 
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3 also commented about talking to teachers about the lower number of students 
receiving merit based scholarships the past year due to changes in its criteria, 
“from rankings to rankings and test scores.” She continued, “It’s information they 
need to know because it helps them understand why we push them to be using the 
curriculum that they are using.”   
 Counselors and teachers alike believed there was some basic 
communication going out to parents in forms of letters, but it needed to be 
improved. Teacher 1 thought,  
The communication to the students is more of a, is through their 
moms and dads in forms of letters, or the schools is gonna be 
trying to do this, but actually explaining to the parents why they 
want it to happen and what they want to do because of the – what 
they expect the students to achieve because of the district-wide 
initiative is not really communicated to the parents.  
The head counselor supported the teacher’s comment and remarked further, “I 
don’t know, parents probably don’t hear as much. Although it’s probably in 
everything that we send out.”  
Theme 3: Policy and Politics 
This theme provides actors the opportunity to express how the actors 
perceive the national, state, or local (district) interplay between policy and politics 
as it applies to their roles and the forward movement of the district initiative.  
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Blue Sky High School.  
Principal. The principal defined district bureaucracy, the teachers’ union, 
bridging relationships with feeder schools, and changing community perceptions 
of the school based on previous issues as areas that have been challenging to 
address. Related to student attendance, he also claimed that “we’ve improved our 
attendance; our attendance is pretty decent here…. We don’t have to spend more 
time on making sure kids get here. We have then now.” The teachers and 
counselors at Blue Sky voiced concern about the student attendance policy issue 
that was contradictory to the principal’s claim.  
The principal believed the district bureaucracy moved slowly in 
responding to his needs and wished “the ball would move faster [at district].” He 
provided an example of the process that he must follow to receive approval for a 
requisition and alluded to a lack of clear policies and procedures that might 
alleviate this issue.  
I look at the budget, I submit a requisition, and they say there’s no 
more money in that line so they kick back the requisition. They say 
you’ll need to move money to that line. I open up the line, I open 
up my budget and I say okay, well, I have extra money here. Let 
me do a budget adjustment to that line and take money from here 
to there. I do that submission and then they kick that back and say 
well, you cannot take money from that line and move it into that 
line. Yet, they’ve never supplied me a guide to show me these are 
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the lines where you can move money to…. You have to do like 50 
things to get that one thing done. That’s the struggle.  
The principal depicted the challenge as not “insurmountable” and remarked “[the 
school] can accomplish what it needs to do; however, this becomes a lengthy and 
complicated process.”  Another barrier faced by the school is the teachers union 
as they are difficult to work with at the school-level. The principal voiced his 
support of the union, being a former teacher, but “not at the cost of children.” He 
believed the “professional agreement makes it difficult on many things” and if 
“there are practices in the agreement, we need to get rid of those that really are 
getting in our way from helping kids.” 
The principal believed that relationships with elementary school partners 
could be improved and one particular partner had “been very alienated” from the 
school. The principal continued, “In fact, where they had just really literally shut 
their doors to our counselors and to any articulation activities.” The principal 
believed the uncooperative relationship has emanated from previous issues in the 
school that generated a negative perception in the community, which he felt 
would be overcome through a rigorous curriculum and other academic programs 
that would create a strong academic environment. The relationship and staff 
engagement is improving with the elementary school district.  
  Teachers. The attendance policy tied to student accountability is 
highlighted as a major policy issue for the teachers. Teacher 1 commented if the 
district was serious about the mission, there would need to take an honest look at 
student attendance and “it would involve looking at those students who are not 
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just absent every so often but undeniably truant, and our district currently defines 
that as somewhere between 12 to 15 over the course of a semester.” He continued 
it would be a major accomplishment: “If we actually adhered to some state law 
and district policy and told those students who didn't have a real reason for it, you 
need to find a different educational environment because this one's not working 
for you.”     
Again, Teacher 1 referred to the students who are “failing four [classes] 
and have two D's.” and “looking at my numbers, especially with my juniors, there 
are so many of them. He has been told strict adherence to the attendance policy “it 
would do is kill our attendance numbers, kill our dropout numbers, kill our 
graduation numbers, and we might as well padlock the school.” Teacher 2 also 
supported the issue of the attendance policy and social promotion of students. She 
also foresaw a future issue with the state mandate that increased high school math 
requirement to four years and stated, “having more math is broader and shallower. 
This will take away the rigor and the pressure to pass more students.” Teacher 1 
felt addressing the attendance policy issue would improve the culture and climate 
of the school as well as academic gains.  
Counselors. The counselors expressed consensus about the concern with 
the student attendance policy. The head counselor felt a focus on high 
expectations should be the priority to better support students as opposed to 
coddling students.  
You start to step back and say, “Oh, you have 12 absences, oh 
that’s so sad. You can have 12 more and still get a B in the class.” 
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Well, that’s really not the right thing to do. We need to figure out a 
way to not highlight the student’s issues and more highlight the 
expectations.  
In the Counselor 2’s estimation, there is an inconsistency in the attendance policy 
enforcement; she shared rhetorically, “you know, what do we do with a kid once 
they get 30 absences, 15, 10?” She also considered how high absences adversely 
impacts student learning –   
But, I would think that realistically if it’s hard for you to have the 
student stay in your classroom, they have a lot of absences, and 
you see that year after year, and was there a lot done to take care of 
the absences, is there policy in place. It’s hard to think that that 
student’s going to be prepared for university. 
The head counselor, also a former math teacher, felt very strongly about the 
challenge of addressing underperforming teachers and specifically, the 
professional agreement that protects this group of teachers. She credited the 
district for desiring to make changes; however, 
it seems like they’re battling the union more than anything. If that 
was removed and there was no professional agreement per se, or a 
union, then I think they’d be able to make the changes that need to 
be made. 
Although the school has now begun to implement a rigorous curriculum, she 
added, “but you still have those few that are not going to do it. Unfortunately, 
there will be students in those classrooms, so that bothers me.”  
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Desert Flower. 
Principal. The principal identified two topics of greatest concern; 
underperforming teachers and the negative attention from the external community 
related to teachers and education in general and undocumented students. There is 
a district-wide issue about keeping underperforming teachers, the “ones that have 
taught this way for a hundred years. They have no intention of ever changing the 
way they teach. And they know they’re untouchable. And there are too many of 
those in this district.” The principal attempted to explain the seriousness of this 
issue in the district and her school with tenured teachers, who are the most 
protected from termination due to ineffective instruction. She did specify that she 
is not referring to the staff who might have engaged in “egregious” conduct. The 
Principal stated: 
The process – let me just put it like this. In this district there has 
never ever been a teacher terminated based on performance. So, in 
the history of this district with how many thousands of teachers 
over the years. Never ever have we had a teacher whose 
performance was at the level they should have been terminated? 
You know? Nobody believes that. So, what does that mean? So, 
that means that we don’t terminate them. So, what we do is we 
play a game. Now some people play a game of doing what they, 
the Waiting for Superman called the “dance of the lemons.” 
The principal also expressed the weight she feels for her staff and students 
because of the negative attention they receive from the external community and 
   
148 
the media. She shared her students and their families are affected by the negative 
climate on undocumented students and their families. She hears what her students 
are experiencing on a daily basis and shared “its deeply affecting us [school 
staff].” She also worried about their [students] challenges with limited financial 
options to pursue postsecondary education due to a change in state law that now 
requires undocumented students to pay out of state tuition. When the negative 
attention is placed on her staff and her school, she felt consoled by her own 
words, “sometimes when these things happen outside. It actually helps to build 
that even more. You know you bring that team together even more so to help us 
work our way through it.”  
Teachers. Teacher 1 had much to share in terms of student attendance and 
accountability. This applied to all students, especially those in honors and career 
technical education (CTE). Because the school boasts a CTE offering for their 
students, the current culture is accepting of CTE students’ practices and 
behaviors. He expressed surprise about “how much the students will miss and get 
excused from…. So, they may, I mean it's a large, at least two and a half weeks 
worth of school.” Teacher 1 only asked for having more of a balanced approach to 
addressing this issue. He said, 
Lot of times CTE teachers, even though they have a 3-hour block 
of time, will keep a student 3 hours and 45 minutes…and they'll 
come late to their academic class and expect everything to be okay 
and expect to be making the same [grade]. 
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There are internal dynamics between CTE and academic teachers as Teacher 1 
offered,  
Some of the CTE teachers will say, “Well, you guys are here 
because of us. We're the ones that are the guts of this program. It's 
a CTE school.” We can understand what they're saying there, too, 
but we want them to be able to perform at an academic level when 
they go to college. We really want that. (Principal Learning 
Community Meetings Document Binder, 2011)  
Finally, Teacher 1 suggested the need to have a better working relationship with 
the elementary school partners to work on vertical teams and to assist students 
with the academic transition to high school.  
Counselors. The counselors unanimously and emphatically talked about 
the challenges their undocumented students faced in terms of securing financial 
resources to pursue a postsecondary education. The head counselor believed their 
school had approximate range of 25-30% of undocumented students. This is an 
unofficial count given the state law does not allow this information to be collected 
in schools for the protection of students. She gave the example of almost half of 
the top 10 students were undocumented. Counselor 3 added, that “we struggle 
every day as counselors…. They’re struggling every day, and we just don’t know 
how to help them.” Counselor 4 believed 
the big negative overall is the politics. Not in the district, it’s the 
politics in our state. I wish the district would take a stronger stance. 
   
150 
I guess they feel they’re limited in terms of what they can say, but 
we’re a big district.  
Counselor 4 credited the principal as being “instrumental” in changing the 
school’s philosophy and culture to support high academic expectations with a 
school-level policy change. Early release for students was eliminated. She shared 
the reasons students were no longer able to leave early from school. This 
generally applied to senior students. She said,  
I’ll tell the kids-because they’re always pissed at it. Why not? I say 
this is your last year for your education. Take advantage, and then I 
tell them that whole thing, I don’t want a math class. I already had 
my three years of math [inaudible] you’ll do this much better. Then 
I tell them but if you’re going to community college and you take 
the placement test and you test out at a zero level then you’re 
paying them to take high school math. Why would you want to do 
that? Take it here, score good on the test so you can go straight 
into college math.  
Theme 4: Academic Rigor and High Expectations 
This theme is organized by the expectations and beliefs the actors had for 
their schools and students, which help us understand how they interpret the 
activities driving the new initiative. The discussion then leads into the views of 
the actors about the academic rigor in the coursework and its position of 
importance relative to the initiative. The concluding discussion of this theme 
describes how actors have operationalized the initiative relative to their work -
   
151 
essentially the evidence about how the new initiative has guided the practices of 
the actors. 
Blue Sky High School.  
Principal. The decision to adopt and implement a new curriculum was 
partly due to being placed in state corrective action status. The most viable option 
was revamping of the school’s curriculum. The other options the state department 
of education offered were less appealing to the school, such as, “close the doors, 
you lock up the school,” or “fire 50% of the staff and take away the principal, or 
“close the doors and you reopen as a charter school, and that wasn’t appealing to 
anyone here.” The principal used “being in corrective action as a good tool to 
bring about those changes” at the school-level. There has been resistance by 
teachers primarily to maintain the status quo and he reminded them under the 
guise of corrective action “it’s not possible. Whatever to bring about this 
change…. It’s required by law.”  
 The principal believed at the time of the interview there were “variations 
of people’s acceptance to it [curriculum] and thoughts about what it will achieve.” 
He believed the teachers’ mindset was generally viewed as supportive of the new 
direction. The principal estimated a small number of teachers were “waiting to see 
whether something’s gonna really take a hold and then jump on. There’s always 
gonna be a group of people that say no, I’m just gonna do my own thing.” The 
principal intended to keep moving forward regardless of having every staff on 
board and acknowledged “It’s going to take years to bring about [change in] this 
institution.” 
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In accordance to the new district mission, the school had incorporated 
other programs and efforts in attempt to operationalize the mission. The programs 
included Advisory, evening school, a pre-existing International magnet program, 
and pathways studies (principal did not provide much substance in describing 
this). Of the utmost importance for the Principal was “making sure that we 
continue our implementation of Cambridge rigorously and with integrity.” The 
principal had prompted teachers that “If you’re not willing to focus on those 
pieces [programs] to help improve the school then you’re probably not in a good 
fit. You probably need to look at a different school because that’s what we’re 
doing here. I’ve been real clear with that” (School Improvement Meeting, 2011; 
Instructional Cabinet/Professional Learning Community Meeting, 2011). 
Teachers. Both teachers did not embrace the new curriculum and 
displayed skepticism for different reasons. They did not “have a lot of confidence 
in anybody” around the implementation of this initiative. Both were also teaching 
upper division courses and were expected to participate in the curriculum 
trainings specialized for lower division courses. They felt these training were not 
relevant because implementation of upper division courses would be occurring in 
two years. Teacher 1 inferred, “knowing that it bears very little that has to do with 
me, and so they're trying to [do] one-size-fits-all there….” The criticism for 
Teacher 1 is  
because it is so far afield from what we're going to be expected to 
do and expected to know. I think it sounds flashy… and incredibly 
expensive… but in the end I mean we should be focusing on ACT 
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skills because that's where the next SIMS is coming from. We 
should be focusing on elements that I don't know that Cambridge 
really covers. 
The familiarity Teacher 2 had with the curriculum was minimal, “it is very 
particular about how to grade” and was unsure about “How is it different, or 
better” than the previous curriculum. According to Teacher 2, a positive aspect of 
the curriculum was the attention the school had received and Teacher 1 hoped it 
would “bring some more kind of motivated, driven students” and “it’s made us 
refocus on or curriculum again.”  
Both teachers believed the mission was realistic. Teachers 1 and 2 thought 
the emphasis was more around college and “career and life not so much.” Teacher 
1 thought “most of the students that we have, it's possible. Not everybody is 
intended to be in college, and I understand.” Teacher 1 perceived the need to shift 
the culture of the school and saw the potential of the students by adding, “I just, I 
think that we could have so many more amazing students if they were told, "You 
can do this. We expect you to.”  
Teacher 2 believed “most teachers are trying to do a conscientious job”; 
however, this teacher chose not to respond when asked for her opinion about how 
her colleagues perceived the changes in the school. She was not comfortable 
answering the question. She did articulate the curriculum and student learning had 
to be the “focal point” to prepare students for postsecondary success. Teacher 1, 
on the other hand, framed the teachers’ perception of this initiative as  
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a bit of a joke, only because we see that the words that we say and 
what we're actually allowed to expect are often two different 
things. So, rather than a real mission statement, it's something 
that's intended to look good, and it'll sound good to the community, 
but it isn't what we are really focused on. We're focused on 
graduation, not education, and that's a common perception.  
The teachers provided examples when asked how this initiative guided 
their practices. Teacher 1 claimed he was known in the school as strict, expecting 
students to complete their assignments, and “to show up on time pretty much 
every day to your job.” He deciphered the difference between teaching regular 
and advanced classes. His regular classes required effort to be “time on task” and 
“making sure that they're [students] not zoning out…. I mean, just making sure 
that they're even with me, particularly by this time of the year…. I can either, just 
kinda sit back and babysit, or I can teach.” In his honors classes he felt he could 
“loosen up a bit” and was freed to focus on being more creative with instruction. 
Although Teacher 1 felt constrained when teaching his regular classes, his 
classroom observation demonstrated the use of a variety of instructional tools 
during the reading of Frankenstein. He integrated audio tapes, silent reading & 
discussion, and reading out loud to students (with enthusiasm) (Classroom 
Observation, 2011). I could not get a sense of the rigor and expectations during 
this observation. Teacher 2 incorporated “the curriculum guide aligned to what 
students are able to do… to the common core, which are close to being done for 
the district.” She also participated in the district-wide team of teachers and the 
   
155 
state department of education mathematics team to “create lessons and materials” 
for the new state approved math course the district was offering. During the 
classroom observation for Teacher 2, she incorporated relevance into the 
mathematics course she taught by offering real world connections and meaning to 
the math problems. She actively engaged students to read the word problems to 
the class. She was also very transparent about what topic would be taught daily, 
grades, make-up work for absences. She did display a level of expectation for her 
class, rigor and relevance (Classroom Observation, 2011).  
Counselors. The counselor team appeared to be excited about the adoption 
of the new curriculum. The head counselor and Counselor 1 believed it to be 
“positive for the district and if it’s implemented correctly… it would make a 
drastic change” and it “has a lot to offer…, which I like.” They both alluded to the 
lack of confidence they saw in their teachers about demonstrating high 
expectations of students and making changes in their instruction. Counselor 1 
worried as to whether teachers would “raise the bar to that level, or are we gonna 
just continue to do the old with a new label?” He wondered if “kids act the way 
that we want them, [and] they raise to the level of our expectations” if teachers 
and all other staff have them. The counselors added their worries extended to 
questioning whether there was rigor in the “honors and AP classes” given their 
increase in offerings. The parents were also demanding more rigor and “pushing 
for their kids to be in higher level classes.” These commentaries made by the 
counselors, also were previously math and science teachers before becoming 
counselors.  
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Counselor 2 welcomed the state’s recent policy to require students to take 
an additional math course for high school graduation and thought it was 
“positive” for the students. This contrasted with Teacher 2’s concern about the 
additional math requirement for fear that the focus of the districts would be course 
completion rather than quality instruction. Regardless of how the actors felt about 
the additional math requirement, it did align with the district’s goals. There was 
also consensus from the counselors about their shared excitement with the 
expansion of the Advisory program that was piloted. The program was expected 
to be implemented daily in the fall of 2011 with opportunities for counselors to 
deliver information and resources about postsecondary planning. Counselor 3 and 
4 articulated their excitement because they would have a scheduled timeframe in 
which they could target their programming based on student grade level to “really 
deliver a lot of information that we’d never have time to get to everybody with.” 
The involvement of the teachers was important to the all counselors. The 
counselors believed they were as critical to the successful implementation of the 
mission as teachers due to the support they provide students with the 
postsecondary planning process. Counselor 4 commented, 
Everybody is supposed to be on board, but I don’t feel like 
teachers have a hand in it yet. I think with advisories, they're gonna 
have to. They have to learn that this is everybody, not just a 
counselor thing. 
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Counselor 1 also supported the need for greater staff accountability and stressed 
“we need to get people responsible. Not, ‘Okay I do this, but I’m not responsible 
because ultimately the outcome doesn’t affect me.’”  
The counselors shared many ways in which they operationalized the 
district’s mission in their daily activity. The head counselor described their work 
as designing events and presentations with intentionality for students and families 
by grade level.  
We have parent nights where we invite the parents and their 
student to come in. We talk about requirements, and everything is 
grade level appropriate. For ninth grade we’re going over what 
classes they should have in ninth grade, what they should be taking 
in the future, any type of summer programs and things like that 
that they should start thinking about participating in. Every grade 
level is-parent night is grade appropriate with all the activities or 
PSAT, SAT. We communicate that through the parent night. 
Counselor 2 gave an example of what the year might entail, either in large group 
setting or individual meetings, “In the beginning of the year I feel like it’s high 
focus for PSAT, ACT, SAT. For seniors the conversation focused on – where 
you’re applying to school. It could be coming up with a personal statement.” 
Counselor 4 stated there were standard steps she took with all students, therefore, 
“if a student walks in, I'm automatically pulling them, what's your student 
number? I pull 'em up on the screen, I check the attendance, I check the grades; 
that's just automatic.”  
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Desert Flower High School. 
Principal. The principal referred back to the previous years in which 
school leadership had been laying the groundwork for helping all students prepare 
for college. The principal explained this school has seen “three different 
principals in six years” and “this [initiative] is here to stay,” surpassing any 
teachers’ thoughts about this effort being temporary. Her predecessors have all 
shared the same vision. The principal attributed their accomplishments to school-
level policy changes, which included the adoption of the ACT assessments as the 
indicator to measure their students’ performance. Desert Flower had been 
administering the ACT a few years prior to the district-wide policy. Also, Desert 
Flower had begun applying the ACT Quality Core curriculum in English years 
prior to the district initiative. The final school policy change entailed the adoption 
of the Professional Learning Community (PLC) model for teachers to improve 
their classroom instruction. The principal believed these strategic decisions have 
made a difference and said, “And that’s why I hope we can get where we wanna 
go eventually.” With regards to the PLC model,  
It’s working well largely because of the collaboration that we 
support among our teachers. The PLC model that we’ve been 
doing for six years at Desert Flower. Even after six years we’re not 
where we really should be, but we are further along than most 
schools are because it’s been steady. It’s been very steady, 
consistent support for PLCs.  
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The principal had set a school-wide goal to “increasing the percentage of students 
who go to college, university, or technical school from 32% to 50%.” The district 
had not set a goal similar to Desert Flower and per the principal, 
The district’s goals are still around [the] SIMS [mindset]. And 
that’s a mindset that I think has to change. Because you’re not 
gonna get to a college-going goal if you’re still worried about 
states high stakes test because it is not college readiness. It is [a] 
basic skills [test]. 
 To improve the rigor of instruction, the staff began working toward 
implementation of the new curriculum, which they were continuing at the time of 
the interview. The Principal explained the teachers were most familiar with the 
curriculum and she “already had the English department looking at alignment.”  
The principal also spent a generous amount of time building support 
among teachers to raise the expectations of their students to create a college-going 
culture through the use of data and being forthright with her staff. There were 
groups that resisted the idea that the school should prepare all students for college, 
for example some CTE teachers from certain industries and staff that coddled 
students. She explained,  
And we need to have really honest conversations about whether 
you believe it’s your job to prepare every student for college, 
career, and life. Do you really believe that’s your job because there 
are people among you who do not believe that. And you may not 
believe it because you think, “Hey I didn’t go to college,” you 
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know, or, “I know lots of people who didn’t go to college. And 
they do all right. 
The subsequent conversation the principal had with staff centered on tracking of 
their students.  
And I just, you know I had to be very, very blunt. And say, “You 
don’t get to choose which of these kids should get ready for 
college. Because you don’t know which of these kids are going to 
college. You have to assume every single one’s going to Harvard. 
And you need to get them ready for it. You know that’s all you can 
do. Otherwise you’re shirking your responsibility. And going to 
college in today’s world is a different requirement then what it was 
when you were a kid.  
Teachers. The two teachers expected the best from themselves and their 
colleagues and from all of their students in regular and advanced classes. Desert 
Flower teachers demonstrated greater rigor in their instruction of both types of 
classes than those at Blue Sky. They integrated college level instructional 
strategies and inculcated college level academic behaviors in all of their students. 
They both expressed concern for the lack of rigor in certain CTE courses that 
could be revisited. Teacher 2 captured the culture of high expectations they have 
as a teaching community by stating 
You know, because our teachers, we never let our teachers settle 
for that sort of thing, at least not at this school. I mean our math 
department would never do that. They are so good. We've always 
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had a culture in this district of we need to learn the most effective, 
most innovative techniques because we get kids who are 
disadvantaged. We don't get kids who come from literacy-rich 
backgrounds. We don't get advantaged children who have traveled. 
Yeah, they traveled across the border, or from California. But life 
is hard for our students, and so we have to be on top of things.  
With regard to academic rigor in the classroom, Teacher 1 had his students write 
research papers using APA style and integrating technology for research paper 
presentations. He also integrated relevancy to current events when the opportunity 
arose. This was corroborated during a classroom observation (Classroom 
Observation, 2011). Teacher 2 incorporated MLA style and elaborated on the 
instruction strategy around the research project, 
We're trying to get them to rely more on research to support their 
opinions. I always tell them I don't want a recap of the research. I 
want you to pick and choose research based on whether it supports 
your opinion and elaborates on it. That's not the easiest things for a 
kid to do.  
The research project, Teacher 2 mentioned was evident during a classroom 
observation. She was holding individual student conferences to discuss progress 
on their research projects (Classroom Observation, April 28, 2011). Teacher 2 
spoke very highly of the math chair and her ability to increase the rigor of the 
course-taking patterns of students. She shared, “Ms. Elliot [pseudonym for 
teacher] over in math has just been devoted to moving the kids through to 
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calculus, and statistics for those who aren't calculus kids” and for students who 
are highly excelling, she had “accelerated math” opportunities for the students 
“instead of just locking him into the same progress no matter what their skills. So 
I think it's really important.” Teacher 2 further provided evidence of the 
transformation of the school’s culture with an experience she had one morning. 
One of the coolest things I ever experienced was my first hour as 
an AP class. I realized that the ones that were in calculus were all 
sitting together and they were having a discussion about the 
problem of the week, and one kid said, "You know, Saturday I 
woke up - usually I just wake up and don't do anything. Play video 
games.” He said, "But I've been thinking about this problem," he 
said, "and I kept thinking about it. When I woke up Saturday, I was 
thinking about this.” They were discussing all the implications of 
this stuff that was way beyond me. 
Although the teachers provided many examples of rigor occurring in the 
classroom, it was important for Teacher 1 to express concern for the students 
struggling with the higher expectations and rigorous instruction. Teacher 1 
offered, “I think for some students that are in the SPED [special education] group, 
it's overwhelming…. I've had one meltdown or two in my classes.” He believed 
students are frustrated “that they can't keep up with everything that's required of 
them, that the district requires of them, that the CRT requires of them. It's really 
challenging for them.” 
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    Counselors. The counselors are very precise about their programming 
closely connecting with the school and district goals. They all were impressively 
cohesive in the language they used around data, assessments, college knowledge, 
scholarships and the promotion of rigorous coursework. They all felt the high 
expectations and pressure that school leadership bestowed upon them. They felt 
they have the support of school leadership for their work and contributions toward 
the goals of the initiative. 
 The counselors had high expectations of their students and they reinforced 
this in their programming. The head counselor advocated promoting four years of 
math for the upper classmen who were grandfathered from the state policy, “You 
know it’s not a graduation requirement, but that’s what we expect them to be 
here.” The school increased their AP course offerings and promoted these courses 
with students and many took them. Counselor 4 explained some students really 
struggled and “by [the end of the] semester a lot of kids wanted to drop” and 
“some we let and some we didn’t.” The counselors had to improve their 
communications to students about the expectation of the classes and the different 
level of rigor compared to their regular and honors courses.  
The head counselor talked about the ACT assessments, which is 
“administered to all the sophomores and freshmen” as well as juniors. She could 
articulate the value and importance of the assessment, the “opportunities” it 
created for students and understood it determined student “readiness.” She 
thought there was “just maybe the over emphasis on college for some” when she 
talked about other groups of students who have struggled with this assessment. 
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Counselor 2 recalled a conversation with a student about her experience with the 
assessments and the stress she felt. In the early years, the expectation was to “pass 
SIMS [pseudonym]” then she had to “exceed SIMS” and now “I have to do well 
on ACTs.”  
 The counselors provided a generous amount of examples of their daily 
work that applied directly to the schools and district’s mission. Counselor 3 talked 
about meeting with their freshman students to introduce the 4+4 plan, most 
currently known as ECAP, which had become a recent state mandate to ensure 
districts were helping all students develop postsecondary plans that. This mandate 
requires schools to establish an ECAP for every student to and update it annually. 
He said,     
I always tell them the 4+4 plan is your four years [high school] and 
then your four years after high school. I tell them we want to use 
these four years to prepare you, and I always tell them not to just 
get there, but to complete your degree. We explain to them, I tell 
them you guys are going to hear every year people ask, even the 
principal, what’s your 4+4 plan and it sounds so confusing. I said 
basically it’s just your plan for the future. That’s all it is. When 
someone asks you what is your 4+4 they’re just asking you, “What 
is your plan for the future?”   
Counselor 3 also provided information that was presented to students “starting at 
the freshman level in January when they get their first transcript, like one day in 
particular we would go into their career class and we would speak to them.” They 
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present the material in enough detail so that students could familiarize themselves 
with the intricacies of a transcript,  
We explain it piece by piece. We have them look at their transcript. 
We have them decide whether they need summer school at that 
point. When they see their transcript they have a lot of questions 
because they see their GPA, and they don’t know how that’s 
figured out. They see their ranking and they don’t understand that. 
That’s at the beginning. 
Counselor 4 provided information about their “career and technical education 
class” for their freshman students. The course includes career inventories, resume 
writing activities and much more. The school also gave their students’ exposure to 
college as they “take all our freshmen to visit the nearby state university, and 
that’s our second year that we’ve done that.” The theory behind this activity is 
a student may not have college or university in their mind, and 
then they go to a campus and they look around and they’re like 
wow, this could be me. Look what they’re doing; they’re building 
robots over there. We try and get them thinking like that from day 
one.  
Intended Beneficiaries 
 The five first-generation students, as the intended beneficiaries of the 
district initiative, were included in this analysis because they are system actors 
who are both the “recipients” of and co-participants in the reform effort. Although 
the students do not provide leadership as district administrators do, or act as 
   
166 
implementers as the school actors do, they can provide very useful feedback 
throughout the implementation process to make improvements. For this reason, I 
felt it was important to incorporate the student voice as the concluding segment of 
this part of the analysis.  
The students were asked about their knowledge and understanding of the 
district initiative. Their responses scant; however, they serve as an important 
indication as to the district’s and school’s engagement with students. Because 
there were only five student participants in the study (and only one from Blue 
Sky), I have combined the students’ perspectives rather than break them down by 
school.  
Theme 1: Building Capacity 
The student at Blue Sky did not mention having unmet needs specific to 
the school helping him finish senior year high school and transition into his post 
high school goals. He did convey a reliance on the school for postsecondary 
information. He said, “…usually when it came to information as far as like my 
future goes I would rely more on like a school or like a structured background 
type of information giving coherence.” The students at Desert Flower were quite 
vocal about their needs and imparted a level of frustration with teachers and 
counselors. They felt they were always told what to do without much explanation 
from the school staff for the rationale of their recommendations, which they felt 
were imposed upon at times and overwhelmed. Student 3 recalled back to his first 
year in high school and commented, 
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the impression I was given as a freshman was that, oh, just do this. 
Later on it will help, but they never showed us how or why. Then 
later on is when they just dumped all the preparation stuff on you. 
Student 4 interjected with a conversation he had with one of his teachers about 
considering going to college that left him perplexed, 
What we would like to see I guess was the teacher that actually 
walked you through it, actually answered all questions, made sure 
that you were confident in every choice you made rather than 
telling you to make this choice simply because it was the best 
choice for you, even though you didn’t know why. 
Student 1 was prompted by the conversation to add, 
if they [school staff] have stories from their experience, then that’s 
how you can kinda get the idea. Quite simply hearing it’s great, 
you should go to it, you’re gonna be like, “What does that mean?” 
That doesn’t tell you anything.  
Theme 2: Communication 
When the student at Blue Sky was asked about the communication of the 
mission, the student described his familiarity in this manner,  
Well I mean they, most teachers have a poster, well a poster now 
where it says that. It says the district core statement, and the 
mission statement. And most teachers are actually, what’s it called, 
required to have that. But I mean aside from the posters we don’t 
really hear much about it.  
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The student supported Teacher 1’s comment about the principal’s communication 
strategy for the school. 
Occasionally there’s a, I guess, a pep talk from our principal…. 
He’ll get on the intercom like, “Remember kids, we’re, dah, dah, 
dah, and Blue Sky pride, and we’re a good school, and we’re good 
kids, we just need better discipline,” or whatever. 
Student 1 then gave the perspective of his peers about this approach, “I mean it’s 
pretty routine. Kinda goes in one ear and out the other.” The student heard about 
the mission change the previous year when “all the issues went down with our 
school last year. And we were on like the strict policy last year. And that’s when 
they started doing all this like mission statements every day, advisories.”  
The students at Desert Flower were not very knowledgeable about the 
district’s mission change and overall initiative. Student 1 said, “I didn’t even, I 
didn’t think our school even had a mission statement, until you know, like, when I 
walked in.” Student 2 added, “…like, maybe they need to express that more, I 
guess.” There was one exception to the group, Student 3 understood every school 
had a mission; he “wasn’t kinda clear on it” and had not heard much about it 
before. Student 2 expressed concern with the mission and 
…sometimes I feel like the only reason that we have that mission 
is just image. Maybe they just have it like the way politicians just 
say, oh, I’m gonna do this and that just to look good in front of 
people. 
   
169 
Student 4 described the mission in his own words, “The way I would tell 
somebody about our mission would be like, ‘We are trying to prepare ourselves, 
to be a college student one day. Hopefully get into a university, to be something 
in life.’” 
Theme 3: Policy and Politics 
There was minimal reference to this theme by students. The singular 
reference made was from the student at Blue Sky. He was fully aware the school 
was placed on corrective action by the state due to being a failing school. The 
student referenced the policy and the school issues vis-à-vis the initiative and 
mission. He said,  
Like I mean I spent the first years not even knowing what the mission 
statement was. Or not even seeing it until all the issues went down with 
our school last year. And we were on like the strict policy last year. And 
that’s when they started doing all this like mission statements every day, 
advisories….It was just the fact that we’ve been a failing school for like 
six years. As far as SIMS scores go.  
This is discussed more fully in theme 4, below. 
Theme 4: Academic Rigor and High Expectations  
As previously stated, the student at Blue Sky was keenly aware the school 
was placed on corrective action by the state department of education. He also 
gave ample examples below about the low morale of students and the culture of 
the school. The student then shared his perspective on the lack of rigor and 
relevance in his courses.  
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With regards to the being in corrective action, he offered, “It was just the 
fact that we’ve been a failing school for like six years.” In reference to the 
statewide high-stakes test, “…I mean coming from part of the student body, and 
someone who’s seen the capabilities, and the amount of knowledge that’s actually 
in our student body it’s just a choice not to [do well]. I guess just to accept 
mediocrity really. Everyone’s just kinda like, “Yeah I could do the work. It’s not 
hard. I would just rather not.” The student provided further thoughts about the 
lack of college going culture in the school. The students referred to conversations 
with lower division peers:    
I’m like, “What do you plan on doing?” And it’s usually a 
statement to lines of I don’t know…. I don’t really wanna do 
anything much besides get through high school, or you know. I 
don’t think I’m going to college…. And it’s like they don’t really 
have much of a hope anyways. 
The student elaborated that his peers did not seem to “really care what they’re 
doing after this [high school].” The student commented most of his peers were in 
a mindset of “kinda just like I hope I make it through high school, and if I do I’ll 
continue to go on from there.”  
In terms of the student’s course work experience, he appeared to be fully 
engaged with elective courses he viewed as “useful” or “creative” as they were 
more relevant to him “to basically learn a trade, and then leave the class.” The 
student’s high school academic career centered around the electives courses in 
which he was interested and –  
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I mean yeah I took my core classes, and I went through them like 
normal. But I pretty much sat there all day waiting for my electives 
to come up, and like waiting to see what else I could do for the 
day. 
He acknowledged he “slacked through” the core classes or found “a way to get a 
good grade without even doing so much work.” His final comment was “if I’m 
really interested in it I’ll put the work into it. If not then it’s like I just don’t.” The 
student did not mention experiencing rigor in any of his core academic classes.  
The students at Desert Flower were very candid in their responses to the 
questions they were asked related to their coursework experience. In this theme, 
students felt stressed with the high expectations and the rigor in their courses. 
Students also observed the disparities and privileges between honors and regular 
classes, which then led to a discussion about the quality, or lack thereof, the 
teachers at their school.  
This group of students was a blend of average and high achievers taking 
combined course work, both advanced/honors and regular. The students spoke to 
exposure they have to rigorous courses and the high expectations they felt from 
teachers and counselors often citing they were “pushed” to get things completed. 
Some teachers emphasized the different expectations college professors would 
have of students. For example, Student 4 cited one of his teachers: 
In college, they’re always telling us that like, yeah, like what they 
say when you get older, there’s maybe no second chance. If you 
miss a deadline, you’re screwed. You’re not going to have like a 
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second chance to actually like turn it in or nothing. …That’s how 
it’s going to be.  
Student 4 asserted, “Like when they try to like tell us that, “Oh, you 
should take this university like credit class or college credit class, because you’ll 
have more experience. It will challenge you more.” We have to keep up with 
those grades as well as like regular classes.” Student 2 had registered for Calculus 
II and he “wasn’t getting” it and decided to drop the class but it was not as easy as 
he had expected. He said, “that’s true they didn’t really want to let me go. In a 
way, it’s good, because they don’t give up on you.” He eventually dropped the 
course.  
These students indicated they were continuously challenged and felt 
pressured to do well on their assessments. They could also articulate the different 
assessments the school administered and their appropriate academic year timeline. 
Student 4 said, 
They’re just focusing like, okay, you have to pass your SIMS 
[pseudonym] freshman and sophomore is when they force you on 
that. Then you hit junior year. It’s like, oh, you have to take the 
ACT, so let’s get you ready for that. 
With regard to the quality of instruction and teachers, Student 2 could 
identify the difference between a learning outcome and a compulsory exercise. He 
shared,   
I think it’s great, the mission, to have [it] about preparing students 
and such, but sometimes I don’t think they follow it. Like how do 
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you explain – like, yes, they want students to like pass or whatever. 
Sometimes they really don’t take the time to. They just let them 
fall behind. Sometimes it’s more about finishing the assignment 
than understanding it, do you know what I mean? 
Student 1 mentioned that the expectations teachers have for students were based 
on their courses. He elaborated, 
One thing that kinda bothers me about the honors program is how 
like, if they – if you're in it, they go like, automatically expect you 
to be like really smart, and like, they kind of, I don't really get the 
point of it…. I mean, some teachers are so biased because of all 
that, I mean like, I don't wanna say, I don't wanna point out 
[inaudible] but like I have a teacher, who's like, goes so easy on his 
regular classroom, and just because we're honors, he goes like all 
hard on us. 
A majority of the students interviewed were taking honors courses and 
Student 2 said “we’re lucky ‘cause I guess we’re honors students, we got the good 
teachers, but I feel bad for the regular kids’ cause they don’t. They get those other 
teachers.” Student 1added,  
I feel bad for them because the honor students always hearing them 
talk about going to college and the regular students are always 
thinking like “They’re the smart people, they’re the ones that are 
gonna be [going to college] I should probably just quit while I’m 
ahead and work.” I mean, what kinda attitude is that? I mean, just 
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‘cause somebody’s in a higher class than you, that doesn’t mean 
you should give up on your goals and everything. 
The students were very vocal about the quality of their teachers. They lauded 
teachers who were supportive and helpful in their learning and gave generous 
examples of the underperforming teacher to make their point. Student 2 described,  
What kind of got me angry is that one of the teachers was great. 
Like you would walk around and he would help you. He would 
actually show you what you have to do. The other guy would just 
sit at his desk. I don’t know what he would do at his desk, email, I 
don’t know what. He would sit there and he wouldn’t help us at all. 
Like he said, some teachers just come here and it’s all about the 
teachers or whatever. They don’t actually care to help you. They’re 
just there. Like “I’m getting paid, screw you, kid.” 
Student 4 suggested that all teacher actions were not all quite aligned to the 
district mission and suggested: 
If they’re really trying to portray us like at the image to for all 
students to be able to go to college one day – first things first, the 
teachers they need to be like be with that also like. In addition, like 
stand up for them, because some of them are just there to teach, get 
some money, like live their life. Others are actually like trying to 
help you like giving you resources [inaudible] teachers. 
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CHAPTER DISCUSSION 
The intent of this chapter is to bring greater understanding and clarity 
around the four key themes that consistently arose as important experiences of the 
system actors throughout the district’s implementation of the mission and its 
college readiness initiative. Embedded in these findings are responses to the 
research questions presented in this study.  
The change in the district mission created high expectations to prepare 
“all” of their students to be college and career ready. This generated a higher set 
of expectations for each system actor that appeared to be translated into pressure 
to perform with or without accountability being explicitly driven by the district or 
the school principal. The four themes in this chapter and the counselor and 
student–specific experiences in the next chapter, capture the fundamental shift in 
the way in which staff accountability drove discussions toward their capacity 
needs, issues of program scale, the differing perceptions and beliefs about the 
mission focus, views about their roles, and the strengths and challenges 
experienced during the implementation of the district initiative. While not all of 
these themes resonated with the students (e.g., students were, in general, not 
aware of or concerned with the “policy and politics” vis-à-vis the reform), 
students did express important perspectives on the other three themes.  
While all district personnel would have a role in the district initiative, 
teachers, counselors, and principals felt the responsibility and pressure to perform. 
Principals were expected to operationalize this expectation at their school sites. 
Teachers needed to improve the rigor of their instruction to students. Counselors 
   
176 
needed to provide access to information and programs to assure rigorous course-
taking patterns and prepare students for the transition to postsecondary settings. 
There also appeared to be glimpses of clarity around the necessity for 
interdependence and collaboration among the system actors and K-8 partners to 
experience steady progress. While many actors were first-generation students 
themselves, they experienced a learning curve in understanding the needs of their 
first-generation students and improving programming and services.  
The district was working on building the system and the conditions for 
which the school principals could advance the district initiative. The need to hire, 
support and nurture effective principals who could improve teacher instruction 
was a priority. The assistant superintendent focused on reducing fragmentation 
and prioritizing efforts in alignment with the district initiative. The superintendent 
also commented on the importance of having each actor understand her/his role to 
ensure staff accountability. The rhetoric of the district sharply contrasted with the 
feedback counselors gave about the confusion about their role in this initiative, of 
which Chapter 5 provides an extensive accounting.  
The findings suggest that the superintendent needs to provide additional 
supports for the assistant superintendent as she was focused on the 
implementation of the curriculum framework, improving instruction through 
professional development and addressing teacher accountability. The 
superintendent stated he relied on the assistant superintendent to implement this 
initiative yet her roles and responsibilities did not include the management and 
supervision of the superintendent’s core leadership group. The assistant 
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superintendent alluded to having a conversation with the superintendent about this 
capacity need in the findings section of this chapter. The superintendent would 
have to determine how to provide direction and management in the areas of 
human resources, business and finance, operations, and specifically addressing of 
technology, data, and federal programs. These areas are equally critical to the 
success of the district’s initiative yet were rarely mentioned by the district 
leadership. The school-level actors provided substantive examples that would 
suggest district leadership should be addressing these areas more carefully.  
What surfaced across all actors was the need to build the capacity of 
underperforming teachers. The actors wanted to see an increase in students 
displaying college going behaviors as well as having their families engaged in 
their students’ academics. The school principals also wanted greater engagement 
with the elementary partner schools and their communities at large. They 
understood the success of their students hinged upon the academic foundation 
they receive in the elementary grades; therefore, greater alignment among the 
high school and elementary partners was vital. The superintendent alluded to the 
challenges associated with working with 13 different elementary partners and 
relied upon the principals to improve the relationship with feeder schools.  
A disconnect existed between the school staff beliefs of what students 
needed and what the students actually said they wanted. The students relied on 
counselors and some teachers for information and discussions about what to 
expect in college and assistance in making decisions. At times, the students felt 
their counselors imposed decisions on them without providing a rationale to 
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further their understanding. The students knew they needed to build their capacity 
around college discussions, planning and decision-making. According to the 
students, teachers were not very engaged in college planning and the students 
wanted their involvement. Counselors recognized their students lacked awareness 
and information, yet had not determined its use to improve service to students.  
The district’s communication approach was focused primarily on a 
listening tour to learn the staff’s perspectives of the district changes prior to 
implementation. The district proceeded to inundate the schools with constant 
communication about the mission with the proliferation of posters, emails, and 
newsletters disseminated to school staff. While all actors attested to this type of 
communication, they provided different views about its effectiveness or 
consistency. The counselors across both schools appeared to be most 
knowledgeable about the district communication with the schools. The teachers’ 
commentaries about communication were contradictory. All actors agreed the 
students and their families were the least familiar with the district initiative. The 
students supported this statement. The student at Blue Sky was familiar with the 
posters displaying the mission but the students at Desert Flower were unfamiliar 
with the initiative and its communication. This signifies that the meetings the 
superintendent had with student leaders early on did reach the general student 
population. Over time, the evidence provided by the actors suggested a loose 
coupling of the district’s communication about the mission to date. The actors 
expressed there was a lack of ongoing communication, clarity, and engagement 
from their district leaders.  
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District leaders appeared savvy about the internal and external policies and 
politics related to the reform initiative. The superintendent commented that 
producing students ready for college and career was a national movement filled 
with high expectations. The district also faced accountability pressures driven by 
national and state policies (see Figure 2). From a district perspective, the actors 
discussed the influence policies and politics have on the district. For example, the 
superintendent expressed the need to revise the human resources policies to 
eliminate contrarian practices that may impede widespread support for the 
initiative throughout the schools. The state politics and the lack of resources for 
undocumented students weighed heavily on actors from both schools. The student 
from Blue Sky provided one comment about his school being in correction action. 
Otherwise, no student commentary was provided.  
The district aspired to embody a culture of high expectations, provide 
students a rigorous academic experience, and incorporate the use of data to inform 
decision-making. The district administrators were most concerned with the culture 
of the district and the staff who do not believe in the mission. There were 
variations of this sentiment in the actors of this study. The majority of the actors 
across both schools perceived the mission to broadly encompass all student 
interests and capabilities. A counselor from each school ascribed to a mission 
definition that appeared exclusionary versus accepting of all postsecondary 
opportunities based on the emphasis on college for their responsibilities. The 
teachers at Blue Sky had the least confidence in the school implementation of the 
new curriculum and counselors were not confident in the teachers’ ability to 
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deliver a more rigorous instruction. Desert Flower displayed a culture of high 
expectations and focused on ACT as their measure for success; this, along with 
academic rigor was evident in the practices of the actors. The student at Blue Sky 
identified the culture of the school as characterized by low student morale and 
low academic expectations. Conversely, students at Desert Flower expressed they 
felt the pressure to excel and high expectations from select teachers and 
counselors. They also were aware of the differential treatment they received in 
being in honors courses and did not believe the general student population had 
access to quality teachers and the rigor of advanced courses.  
Chapter 5 will introduce additional findings that corresponded to the 
counselor and student–specific experiences and will continue to make the 
connections from the themes of Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 5 
Counselor- and Student-specific Experiences 
There were distinctive findings relative to counselors and students 
garnered through the analysis that merits their own description in this chapter. 
These findings supplemented the four themes described in Chapter 4. First, the 
findings for the counselors include their current and expanding roles and 
responsibilities that introduce challenges to meet the demands of the new district 
initiative. Also, the confusion about the counselor role among teachers and how 
they perceive administration could support change in these areas. The findings for 
the students describe their educational journey leading up to the critical senior 
year and their academic preparedness for postsecondary choices, and as evidence 
of how they have accumulated knowledge, information and guidance about their 
postsecondary plans, including and any barriers they anticipated facing after high 
school.  
Counselor-specific Experiences 
The analysis of the entire collection of the nine counselor interviews 
represented by Blue Sky and Desert Flower revealed findings that were 
categorized in three additional themes, which includes (a) Current Counselor 
Roles and Responsibilities, (b) Expanded Role of Counselors, (c) Role Confusion 
Among Teachers.  
Current Counselor Roles and Responsibilities 
The roles and responsibilities of the counselors in the high schools varied, 
providing services, such as individual and group counseling, college and career 
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counseling, testing coordination and logistical activities such as registration, and 
attendance. The counselors described their days as busy and addressing issues as 
they arose in real-time; at times they said they felt like they were in “triage.” Both 
counseling departments primarily disseminated information in group settings 
because they did not have the capacity to offer individualized attention to all 
students due to a large counselor to student ratio. The exception was only for 
seniors, whom received individual sessions during early fall semester. Counselor 
2 at Blue Sky admitted, was “if they [students] make the appointment to come see 
you, [to get] what they need…, it’s gonna be up to that student.” 
The lead counselors from each school described their role differently. The 
lead counselor at Blue Sky was explicit in aligning her role to the district mission. 
She shared, 
My role is to guide the mission of not only the school, but the 
district office, and basically to insure that we are doing, or 
facilitate what we are doing, and driving the same mission from the 
district office, from admin, and kind of guiding the rest of the 
counselors along with that same mission. That’s what I think as the 
instructional leader, my role is. 
The head counselor at Desert Flower believed,  
I think my role is not to get ‘em to university or college. My role is 
to find out what is right for them. What do they wanna do? How do 
they get there? And do that. That’s really what - so there I guess 
would be where we [school administration] butt heads a little bit. 
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Although the head counselors provided different role descriptions, their 
departments programming year-round implied a similar focus on preparing 
students for college. Because it offered CTE courses, Desert Flower also provided 
a mandatory career exploration course for every sophomore student.  
The typical work of the counselors entailed many things, college- and 
career-related. Counselor 3 at Blue Sky asserted their programming was grade-
level specific, for example, “We hit juniors, we hit sophomores, we hit freshman, 
we hit them differently, but it’s a full court press for seniors.” In early fall, 
counselors would meet with seniors individually to review “credit check, college 
admission, scholarship, letters of recommendation and how to pay college.” Then, 
the majority of their work is based on conducting presentations to inform students 
about additional timelines to  “register for the SAT, ACT, fee waivers, admissions 
application, official transcripts, campus visits, interviews, financial aid…, SIMS, 
PSAT, SAT, and ACT camps…, conducting career assessments.” Counselors 3 
and 4 spoke about going into the classrooms to conduct presentations on topics 
based on the time of the year and focus. The presentations would often occur in 
the economics/government, world history or English classes. Counselor 4 at Blue 
Sky regarded “college going” as her job “every single day.” She said, “I mean the 
minute the kid walks in, we're talkin' about either a summer program, or summer 
school that's gonna ready them for a college or a university. Or lookin' up things 
online, or seniors comin' in, or scholarships.”  
Much of the counselor activity shared by Blue Sky was similar at Desert 
Flower. They also provide programming by grade level and in groups as well as 
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individual visits with seniors. Counselor 2 also emphasized, “I want to make sure 
they’re [students]in the right classes and try to get them ready to do well in 
college, university.” She heavily promoted advanced courses and she tried “to 
motivate them to get as many honors or AP classes so they can be successful, and 
that they make the best choice for them in school or college.” Counselor 3 
approached her work with students to “prepare [them] for anything” and 
“anything is getting into a university because if you prepare for university, it’s 
going to cover all the other things that you might want to do” given that in her 
experience “99%” of the students were typically uncertain or had not thought 
about their plans after high school. Counselor 4 was very much aligned to the 
school and district mission while still maintaining the individual student needs. 
She tried  
…to do whatever I can to help a student be successful and reach 
his or her goals, and that’s different for each student. Their wants, 
desires, their abilities are different. If they’re not being successful, 
it’s like trying to figure out what’s going on. Is there an emotional 
issue right now? Is there something going on in the home that if we 
address takes care of the school? What’s going on exactly so that 
we can get them back on track? 
The Expanded Role of Counselors 
The counselors described their work responsibilities as heavily leaning 
toward clerical work that consumed much of their time, whereas, they could be 
utilizing their time, skills and expertise most efficiently and effectively with 
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students. Counselor 1 at Blue Sky believed what “has been a traditional problem 
with counseling is counseling is kinda the catch all…. And that’s kinda, in the 
school setting that’s traditionally what happens is the counselors are constantly 
squeezed. Our job role is not very well defined.” At Blue Sky, Counselors 1, 2, 3, 
and 4 all commented on the extensive amount of time on clerical duties. For 
example, Counselor 1 talked about their responsibility for a large volume of data 
entry, which he was in charge of “320 [students] times six [classes].” This subject 
was discussed at the Principal’s Instructional Cabinet Meeting, when the assistant 
principal provided a status update on the pilot implementation of an online course 
registration program that would help staff become more “efficient” with 
registering students. The principal also made the connection between the use of 
this online course registration program to correspond to the current college 
student practices of self-registration (Blue Sky Instructional Cabinet Meeting 
Observation, 2011). Although the head counselor attended these meetings, the 
counselors did not allude to the prospect of a new registration program when they 
spoke about the challenges in dealing with the registration process. The frustration 
with handling course registrations was articulated by Counselor 2 at Desert 
Flower as they had been asked to “input manual[ly] all the schedules, and so that 
took time from other things like scholarship letters.”  
Counselor 3 gave two examples of how they utilized their time. First, 
related to evening school, she said, “we go click by click by click, each student, to 
see what evening school class they’re in, and we’ll send a reminder because if 
they don’t get a reminder they might not go. They might have forgotten.” Second, 
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when the counselors planned events, “we’ll be the ones doing the flyers. We’ll be 
the ones getting copies made. We’ll be the ones taping them on doors and just a 
lot – it’s endless.” Counselor 4 could not “really see why an administrative 
assistant” would not be able to help alleviate the clerical work.  
At Blue Sky, the counselors were additionally responsible for addressing 
student attendance issues and in one instance; Counselor 1 was asked by a staff 
member, “Well, why, did this student miss 10 days? How come, you know, the 
counselor’s not doing anything about it?” He appeared baffled because their 
school had “a whole department that is attendance, and liaisons for attendance.” 
He was unsure as to why the responsibility fell to counselors. Counselor 4 
supported her colleague and commented:  
I'd like to think that if we have attendance people, if they can focus 
on maybe attendance, then it frees us up to talk more about 
academic success, and college, and doin' the scholarships. But 
sometimes with those pieces when we have two full time people, 
why am I pulled in so much? I would think that they would wanna 
spend their money better, I don’t know. 
Counselor 2 at Desert Flower commented: 
They ask, okay, we need to get more kids in college. We need to 
get them more scholarship money, but yet they cut a counselor 
from us…  I’m like, okay. They wanted more things from us to get 
them prepared for college with the additional tasks attached regular 
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with a constant, “You’ve got to do this. You’ve got to do that.” It’s 
like they keep adding things to us. 
Again, this was a shared sentiment across both schools. Counselor 2 said, 
“I think when they ask us to do those kinds of things it makes me feel like they 
don’t really respect what we do.” Counselor 1at Blue Sky explained what he 
would like to see from his school and colleagues, 
basically just an overall understanding that what counseling does is 
valuable. And then what that looks like is respect for our time. I 
mean not just running over whenever you have something you 
didn’t plan for. That, “Oh, how are we gonna – oh, we’ll call the 
counselors over to hand the schedules out.”  
Role Confusion among Teachers 
The Counselors at Blue Sky and Desert Flower agreed that their role in 
their schools was misunderstood. The comments and examples of the counselors 
suggested teachers misunderstood and lacked respect for the counselors’ roles, 
and were less inclined to work collaboratively in their charge to prepare students 
for college.  
The lead counselor at Desert Flower believed there was confusion about 
their role “because I think that it’s not understood what it is and what we do.” 
Counselor 2 added, “sometimes I feel like people look at us as doing 
administrative or the work of administrators, but we don’t get the money. I think 
sometimes we get mixed messages.” Counselor 1 at Blue Sky concurred, “So, I 
think there’s some issues there as far as them understanding our role. And 
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understanding kinda how that we need to work together.” He added, “So, I guess I 
kinda wish that they [teachers] recognized or understood how hard we work up 
here.”  
The counselors indicated they did not feel respected by teachers with 
comments such as, “they feel like we don’t do anything” or “what do you guys do 
all day?” For instance, Counselor 1 at Blue Sky, highly regarded the advisory 
class as a great approach to reach students and provide them the information they 
need, whereas teachers reacted differently, “because I think that – and there’s 
backlash from the teachers there, they’re continuing to say, ‘Oh again we’re 
gonna be doing the counselors’ job.’ And I feel like there’s a real 
misunderstanding.” Counselor 2 at Desert Flower, continued to experience this 
even though she believed not all teachers displayed this attitude:  
Yesterday I got a list of juniors for not passing a certain class. The 
teacher is asking me to call these kids, and I’m thinking, really? 
It’s not the first time it happens, and then you get a list from the 
math teacher. It’s like I don’t just sit here and call all these 
parents... I always see them in the hall, oh, have you called? 
As an example, the commentary of Teacher 1 at Blue Sky illustrated the difficulty 
a teacher had in describing a counselor’s contribution beyond academic 
instruction. He shared,  
Most of the support systems are coming from the teachers and the 
people who are giving of their time for the tutoring. I mean 
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counselors maybe, but counselors aren't really there for education 
support. They can connect the students back with the tutoring. 
In addition to the confusion about the counselors’ roles, they also felt 
excluded from opportunities teachers often receive and questioned why that might 
be the case. For example, Counselor 2 imparted,  
Sometimes I just feel like-there’s for example an event coming up 
in two weeks where maybe teachers will get paid for that, but 
counselors, no, we don’t have money for counselors. We put in a 
lot of extra time, but we don’t get paid for it-in the evenings, on 
weekends. When we hear, oh, we’re going to get paid for that, oh 
yeah, but not the counselors we’re like, okay. I kind of, and I can 
say this because we’ve talking about it, it makes us feel like well, 
aren’t we at the same level? 
The counselors from both schools depicted their school and district 
administrators as playing a vital part in clarifying their roles within the district 
initiative to create greater awareness among teachers and to promote improved 
collaboration between counselors and teachers. They all expressed having a good 
relationship with their administrators and believed this misunderstanding could be 
addressed.  
The comments were supported by Counselor 1at Blue Sky: 
So, I think administration is pivotal to making that work. And I 
think that if teachers don’t value counselors, I think that’s – well, I 
shouldn’t make that leap, but I think it’s because that hasn’t been 
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modeled maybe. That the teachers don’t know, and so, if it’s not 
said, or it’s not illustrated what the counselors are doing, well then, 
I don’t know maybe we need to do a better job of illustrating what 
we’re doing. But I feel awkward saying, “Well we’re working so 
hard.” They’re like, “Oh, yeah, sure you are.” You know what I 
mean? 
Counselor 2 at Desert Flower illustrated the misunderstanding in this way:  
…Maybe it’s not disrespect. I think just a lack of awareness. I 
think that’s what it is, and I think maybe sometimes it’s because 
that’s the message they’re getting from the district office. I think, 
oh well, they’re asking us to do that because it came through the 
district office. I think that’s where it starts.  
On a positive note, she emphasized, “We really do have a good relationship, I 
think, with the administrators.” Counselor 3 requested more access to district 
administrators, as they had in the past with their district representative and voiced, 
“I wish there was just more opportunity for admin to come out.”  
Summary of Counselor-specific Themes 
Although the counselors felt overworked, misunderstood, and at times, not 
fully respected for their contribution, they felt there were opportunities to clarify 
their roles and streamline their work to more closely correspond to the district 
initiative. Counselor 2 at Desert Flower, added that, despite the challenges they 
face, “It’s for the kids, really. At the end, it’s all about the kids.” 
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Student-specific Experiences 
This section introduces the findings from the student experiences during 
their high school years. The three additional themes are: (a) Academic 
Preparedness, (b) College Planning, and (c) Transition from High School to 
College. It must be noted that due to the larger participation of students from 
Desert Flower, their voice has a greater emphasis on these findings.  
I provide a brief summary of the student participants regarding their 
academic level and post-secondary plans. The current math courses students were 
taking at the time of the study ranged from Algebra 3-4 to AP Statistics and 
Calculus. The postsecondary pathway decisions of the students included attending 
local community colleges or the local university. The students planned to work 
during college to offset the additional college expenses that were not paid for by a 
merit-based scholarship or financial aid. A majority of the students had been 
offered a merit-based scholarship.  
Academic Preparedness 
The students discussed their academic preparedness to handle the rigors of 
a postsecondary education, but also, their experiences with their teachers and 
course selection practices during their high school years.  
The students were asked if they felt their high schools prepared them 
academically for life after high school. The student from Blue Sky answered with 
some degree of uncertainty and hopefulness, “Well, I’m, always is the hope that I 
will be, but honestly, I don’t know.” He then qualified his answer by explaining 
he had taken a generous amount of electives during his high school years and had 
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put forth minimal effort to complete his courses with passing grades. Students 1, 
2, and 4 from Desert Flower displayed more confidence with a definitive “yes.” 
Student 1 felt academically prepared but less self-assured about his “personal 
work ethics,” described as time management and other college-going academic 
behaviors. Through a conversation with a friend, Student 1 learned that taking AP 
courses and participating in an academically rigorous student organization gave 
him the confidence to excel academically by stating “I kind of have an idea of 
what it’s gonna be like, you know?” Students 2 and 4 also answered “yes” to this 
question and with acute awareness were uncertain about the preparedness of their 
peers. The students displayed humility as they described being privileged in their 
academic preparation because of having access to advanced courses.  
The students considered the counselors as most influential and involved 
with assisting them in their course selection process, yet they did not associate 
this with the ECAP. The student at Blue Sky relied on counselors and found them 
“very helpful during that time.” His high school experience was about “trying to 
find what next free trade I could learn. And I did. I went through piano classes. I 
went through photography classes. I went through art. I went through drawing. I 
went through ceramics.” As a freshman, Student 1 at Desert Flower recalled 
simply picking up his schedule as the counselors placed him in the “basic [core] 
classes. Like, math.” As he progressed into the other grades, “that's when you can 
actually start getting an idea of what you'd like, what other different classes you 
wanna take that's gonna help you, and answer the questions you may.” Student 2 
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recited the difference between high school graduation requirements and those for 
university matriculation. Because he planned on attending college, he replied, 
In a way, you kind of choose your class and in a way you don't.” I 
mean I was lucky because I have a great counselor, and if I told her 
that you know, I don't really want this class, I'd rather have this, 
she would listen. And she'd say you know, “It's up to you.” 
Student 4 four remembered his counselor asking him his plans after high school 
and at the time he was planning on attending the community college. The 
counselor suggested a community college to university transfer option and “she 
just told me, ‘Okay, you need these to graduate, and whatever block you choose, 
that'll be your other class.’”  This student elaborated that once his plan was set, he 
felt locked into this plan. This conversation with the counselor occurred prior to 
the state mandate for the ECAP. 
Students 1 and 2 from Desert Flower remembered starting their plan their 
freshman year. This question revealed that these same students also changed their 
mind throughout the years. Student 1 had originally planned to graduate early, 
which he did not. Student 2 was on the college-bound track; however, the student 
advanced considerably during the summers in mathematics and his “classes didn’t 
go at all like that 4+4 plan [ECAP].”  Again, this interaction occurred prior to the 
state mandate.  
College Planning 
The students had mixed feelings about the quality and quantity of their 
discussions with teachers and counselors and their helpfulness in the 
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postsecondary process varied considerably. As alluded to in the previous section 
by the students, counselors were generally recognized as helpful. The interactions 
students had with their teachers, on the other hand, depicted a contrasting picture. 
The conversations about the ECAP also generated interesting findings discussed 
below.  
 As it pertained to receiving information and notice of events and activities 
about postsecondary planning, most of the students commented hearing about this 
toward the end of their junior year and quite heavily during their senior year. The 
student at Blue Sky received notice from counselors the end of his junior year, 
“but that was more like, you guys need to get ready senior year is coming, it’s 
gonna get here before you know it type thing.” When senior year started he had 
“been hearing nonstop” information about high school graduation and planning 
for after high school. He attributed his Advisory class facilitated by a teacher as 
the most consistent place for receiving this information unless he sought out the 
counselor, which usually occurred on  “a come and ask type of basis.” Students 2 
and 4 concurred with the Student at Blue Sky and with a focus on graduation, 
“like, okay, you need this class take it, pass it.”  
Students 1, 3, and 4 did not recall receiving much information in their 
early years about college; however, they were acutely aware of the need to plan as 
freshmen because of their personal ambitions. Student 1 said that he “started 
getting more into these opportunities” during his freshman year, then he wanted to 
“graduate as a junior” to then go “to the university.” Student 4 stated he and his 
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friends “made a promise to each other that we’d all do something better with our 
life,” and therefore needed to start early.  
The students provided examples of counselors and teachers who were 
helpful throughout their senior year. The students also pointed out there were 
teachers did not engage students about their postsecondary plans unless the 
students broached the subject or events were being announced which served as a 
reminder for some teachers. The student at Blue Sky talked to the counselors 
“quite a bit” and had a few teachers he trusted for information and they would 
generally encourage students by stating, “Hey, like you should go to college and 
you really should get an education” and would “alert the entire class” about 
opportunities. He said, some teachers did “try the best they can to try to promote 
it [activities].” Student 1 at Desert Flower had planned to graduate his junior year, 
therefore, worked with three counselors until he found the one who “would 
actually go through more, through the trouble of finding answers for me.” He 
credited this counselor for informing him about what it meant to graduate early 
and helped form his decision to remain in school during his senior year and take 
additional advanced courses and have greater access to scholarships. He received 
a fully paid scholarship to his local university.  
The students from Desert Flower provided examples of teachers who had 
not been supportive. Student 2 was taking a culinary class and the teacher “never 
mentioned it once.” Student 3 echoed his peer comments by adding he understood 
teachers had a curriculum to teach, “but the thing with us is that if we're trying to 
prepare for next year, which everyone's bugging us to do, where are we gonna 
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find out how to do it?” Student 1 felt isolated about his interest in talking about 
college in during class. He figured, “it's your senior year, and now some teachers 
like every once in a while would mention like, something about college.”  
Transition from High School to College 
The students at Desert Flower were most anxious when the discussion 
began about what the students felt they needed to transition successfully out of 
high school and into their postsecondary pathway of their choice. This discussion 
then led to the barriers students felt they were encountering. They shared the 
biggest barrier was having the lack of financial resources to pursue their 
postsecondary goals.  
The student at Blue Sky did not appear to be overwhelmed with the 
transition and did not need much support “as long as I need to have the tools that 
would be necessary, then I should be fine.” He felt comfortable with the 
registration process for the community college and added, “I’m sure if I did have 
issues I have parents that know most about that.” His assurance about the process 
may be partly because his was mother attending the same local community 
college he was planning to attend. He also offered a glimpse into morale of his 
classmates. He characterized it as being indifferent about their planning for their 
transition after high school and at times when staff provided information his peers 
felt that was “intrusive” and “they’re just kinda like, ‘Whatever. I can get it 
later.’” 
 Quite contrary to the student’s experience at Blue Sky, Students 1 and 2 
from Desert Flower who were admitted directly to the local university and 
   
197 
received merit-based scholarships expressed considerable nervousness about the 
transition to college. They felt a high degree of uncertainty as to what to expect in 
college as opposed to their peers who were planning to attend the community 
college. Students 3 and 4 had registered for the community college, and one was 
already concurrently enrolled at the community college. Both students appeared at 
ease with the transition and familiar with the process, the campus and the 
academic expectations in the classroom. Student 2 was the most concerned about 
transitioning to college. The uncertainty he felt on numerous occasions was 
described as the school not making his experience more “personal.” His example 
below captured his sentiment.  
Like a lot of stuff you get, it’s just about careers. I don’t know 
anything about how college classes work until like some guy came 
from I think it was like an intern or something. I asked him like 
how an actual college class works, because they don’t tell us that. 
Like they just tell us go to college. They don’t tell us the actual 
layout. That’s what they’re lacking here. They don’t teach us much 
life skills. Like they could help us succeed in life, but they don’t-
like he had said they don’t really make it personal.  
Student 2 said he would like for the school to offer seniors opportunities to meet 
former graduates that could share their experiences in college. He suggested, 
“What's most helpful to me was people, graduates that have already done each of 
those things, I have friends that went to-that traveled, after high school, to 
different universities.” He wondered how teachers could help with his school 
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experience being more personal, “I don't know if teachers would be able to give 
us that same, their same experience, unless they're too old, or something.” Student 
1 also recommended how the school could address their concerns:  
We just had a tour of what the campus was. I think if we were able 
to get like one day, with a mentor from-a student from the college 
or university-just follow them all day. Like, to their classes, so you 
can kind of see how it is, you know? That would be kind of 
helpful. I mean, we kind of did do that, but very, very briefly the 
last time I went there. 
Student 1 expressed his fears by sharing he was “kind of afraid because like, here 
in high school…. You have lots of useful resources here. I'm just, the one thing 
I'm afraid of when I go to university, is I'm not going to have much of that.” He 
felt he would be on his own as a young adult and not have the support he has had 
at school.  
The students agreed the lack of financial aid information and financial 
resources as their biggest barrier to attending the college of their choice. In the 
beginning of the year, the student at Blue Sky had aspirations to pursue creative 
writing at New York University. He shared, “It wasn’t until like mid-year I’d say 
when I got the whole like the whole realization of June, when it’s like you know 
you don’t have money for that (chuckles), you can’t do that, it’s not gonna work.” 
He then opted to stay with his major, pursue the local community college to take 
his general education courses and take an apprenticeship as a tattoo artist to 
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supplement to costs for college. At the time of the interview the student had not 
registered for courses.  
Student 3 and his friends began doing research on the colleges of most 
interest, which a few were local and out-of-state, and 
then what hit us the hardest was obviously the financial… wasn’t 
as obvious to us that how important it was until we actually tried 
going through the process, which is when we all decided to go to 
wherever we’re studying now, which is like Mason College 
(pseudonym for community college) and Page (pseudonym for 
community college) and stuff like that. 
Student 4 attributed money as an issue for him and his close friends. Their 
solution was to travel during their spring break to visit “three, four, four different 
universities in Colorado just trying to see like-because my other friends they’re 
not here legally.” They were trying to identify undocumented friendly universities 
for his friends to consider due to the current state law that requires students who 
are unable to provide documentation to confirm their state residency status to pay 
out of state tuition. They made no mention of discussing this plan with their 
counselors or other adults at school for additional guidance, information or 
resources.  
The students from Desert Flower provided two recommendations for their 
school to (a) offer more activities and events related to college all throughout the 
high school years and (b) to improve the required sophomore career class. The 
students felt some or no aspect of the career class was helpful. Student 3 thought 
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“at least the course was helpful, because he did show us all how to write a 
resume.” Student 4 added, “It was sort of helpful in a way. Because like I had it in 
mind that I wanted to [do].” Student 1 thought “the majority of it, it was like a 
complete waste of time. I mean, I could have probably been taking another 
academic class or a much better extra-curricular class than taking that.” Student 2 
recalled the teacher introducing some careers, the “rest of the time she’d just 
make us write.” Student 2 offered his final thoughts about how they would know 
the schools were making progress to accomplish the mission, which he did not see 
happening. He said, “If every year they actually made changes based on what 
students say they need, not based on what teachers say they need.”   
Summary of Student-specific Themes 
The students shared their perspective about their academic preparedness to 
compete in a college setting, gave their accounting of their college planning and a 
few honestly and openly confided their fears about transitioning to a university. 
Regardless of their postsecondary destination, the students are hopeful they will 
be equipped to handle the challenges as they arise in the future. 
Discussion 
The four themes demonstrate a diverse representation of the characteristics 
associated with the implementation of a district reform with descriptions of the 
activities underway and its strengths and challenges. The findings in chapter 5 
illustrate the connectedness of the experiences of the counselors and students to 
the four themes.  
   
201 
Based on the current roles and responsibilities of counselors’, the breadth 
of their programming entails working with students through individual and group 
workshop sessions dealing with different student issues and with a heavy 
emphasis on college and career planning. These activities did not account for all 
the counselors’ views about the mission. For example, the head counselors at both 
schools viewed and interpreted the mission differently but their duties focused on 
postsecondary preparation. The lack of clarity around the mission affords the head 
counselors the latitude to transfer their views into their daily work with students 
which may enhance or limit their opportunities.  
The counselors’ also felt they were the “catch all” department and found 
themselves responsible for an extensive amount of clerical work, such as, 
completing all the tasks associated with programming (creating and posting fliers 
and sending reminders), manually registering students for classes, addressing 
student attendance issues (prominent at Blue Sky) and academic issues, for which 
some teachers viewed this as the duty of counselors (prominent at Desert Flower). 
The clerical challenges became salient due to the district’s initiative and the lack 
of role definition for counselors. In tandem with these challenges, the counselors 
also felt teachers did not understand their roles within the district initiative. 
Teachers have a narrow view about what high schools need to do to prepare 
students for postsecondary education beyond academic instruction for which they 
are responsible. The counselors also felt they were not on equal terms with 
teachers in terms of financial incentives and recognition. They did not qualify for 
performance pay and other policy driven incentives that only teachers qualify. It 
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may be inferred that there is also a lack of awareness at the policy level of the role 
and contributions of counselors. Conversely, counselors have not been 
accustomed to accountability measures as teachers have been. The districts’ 
mission has increased the accountability and expectations of counselors now 
questioning their roles and statuses in their schools. The counselors believed that 
the district could be supportive in changing and defining what counselors do in 
order to align more tightly to the district mission and initiative.  
The question remains, given their current workload, how many of their 
students are utilizing the information and services to transition out of high school?  
Are the counselors meeting the needs of all of their students?     
The challenges depicted are an extension of the higher expectations, which 
generated greater pressure on all counselors, whether the district or the principals 
explicitly informed them of the accountability measures for which they would 
responsible. The counselors at Desert Flower reported the principal’s expectations 
of the counseling department was to increase students’ scholarship dollars, 
increase in rigorous courses (AP, honors), and postsecondary admissions. While 
the counselors at Blue Sky were not held to any specific accountability measures, 
a few counselors were self- driven. This has caused them to engage in deeper 
reflection and assessment of their current roles, practices, and organizational 
structure and culture of the schools. The challenges depicted by the counselors 
can be detrimental to the implementation process if not properly addressed. All 
actors need to have the proper supports and resources to perform. 
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The experiences of the students presented in the four themes and in this 
chapter describe their experiences in connection the district mission.  
The students believed they were academically prepared for postsecondary 
education but their peers who were not taking advanced courses did not share 
their sense of confidence. The students at Desert Flower felt their academic 
experience was different as high achieving students and they would like for all of 
their peers to have similar experiences. The students relied heavily on the 
counselors for selecting their courses, with a few changing their minds throughout 
the years. This spoke to the need to give students the most flexibility in their 
courses as their interests changed over time and it would not be too late to change.  
In terms of the students’ planning for and making decisions about college, 
they recalled most of the activities they participated in occurred junior and senior 
year. While the counselors were helpful, the students felt the absence of teachers 
in this process. The students appeared disappointed and frustrated by this void. As 
the students reflected on their readiness to transition to their post high school 
settings, those planning on attending a community college were comfortable with 
the transition. The students attending the local university felt the highest degree of 
uncertainty and would have preferred greater personal attention and interaction 
with staff to address their concerns. Lastly, the students voiced their biggest 
barrier to pursuing the postsecondary institution of their choice was financial. A 
few opted for the community college for purely financial reasons. 
The findings on the students’ experiences inform us that students can have 
an important role in the implementation process as intended beneficiaries if the 
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district and schools recognize their contributions. The students understood 
academic access and privilege for the few students which was not consistent with 
the mission. Because these students were first-generation students, they lacked the 
knowledge and information to advance themselves without the help of counselors 
and students. The current high school system and the counseling department 
required students to advocate for themselves and advance their goals. The system 
supports the minority not the majority of students and the students perceive 
teachers as being necessary participants in their development and preparation for 
“college, career and life”           
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CHAPTER 6 
Summary and Implications for Research, Theory, Policy, and Practice 
This chapter concludes with a summary of the findings in relation to the 
research questions. The theoretical implications of this study are examined in 
addition to the implications of the study for policy, practice and future research. 
Specific recommendations for the ABC High School District are also included.  
Summary of Findings 
Chapter 4 presented the findings of this study through the four themes that 
captured the activities, strengths and challenges of the implementation process of 
the district’s college readiness initiative from the district and schools’ 
perspectives and the intended beneficiaries. Chapter 5 captured the counselor and 
student-specific experiences that supplemented the themes in Chapter 4. The 
themes from both chapters will be summarized through the research questions of 
this study. For greater detail please refer to Chapters 4 and 5.  
Research Question 1: How was the new district policy implemented? 
District. The system actors at the district-level included the 
superintendent, assistant superintendent and the union president. The reform 
journey for ABC High School District began in 2008 when the change in district 
governing board membership hired the new superintendent to oversee this urban 
district comprised of 16 schools serving approximately 26,000 students and with 
3,000 employees. The new governing board’s interest was to change the district 
mission, to one that would most reflect their future aspirations whereby each 
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student in the district would be prepared for college and career and positioned for 
success in postsecondary education without remediation.  
It has taken the district three years to reestablish positive relationships 
among key stakeholders, especially the district teachers’ union. The district also 
had begun to lay the groundwork to reorient the district through precise 
communication of the newly approved mission, to generate the will of the 
employees to support the new mission, and to create organizational capacity and 
school cultures whereby schools would be primed to operationalize the mission. 
The district was focused on building the capacity of their principals to become 
instructional leaders in their schools who could better utilize data to drive their 
decision-making and generate support of their school staff for support the district 
initiative.  
In 2010-2011, the district adopted the ACT/NCEA Core Practice 
Framework for all schools to establish a coherent system of practices to increase 
the academic rigor for students in the classroom by driving improvements in 
teacher professional development. All schools participated in district trainings and 
worked with school staff to complete framework assessments. Schools were given 
the option to begin to implement the framework at their schools for 2010-2011 or 
the 2011-2012 academic year. Blue Sky and Desert Flower began implementing 
curriculum changes in 2010-2011. The two greatest challenges viewed by the 
district actors were teacher and staff resistance to the change process and 
underperformance of teachers. The assistant superintendent’s comment in theme 
four supports this by stating staff would say “Well our kids don’t really go [to 
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college],” or “They don’t go to out of state colleges.” She said, “Wow than that’s 
a problem if that’s our mission.”  These challenges were also recognized by the 
majority of the actors of the two schools.  
Blue Sky High School. The school-level system actors at Blue Sky 
included the principal, two teachers, five counselors and one student. 
Blue Sky was undergoing change at a rapid pace, primarily driven by its 
corrective action status due to their students’ not meeting the state’s academic 
standards based on the SIMS test. All school actors were clear about their 
corrective action status and understood the activities were required of them or the 
school would be shut down. The principal’s management style reflected the 
district’s historical “hands of” managerial approach that is characteristic of a 
loosely coupled system. Because of the state mandate, the principal felt he had 
leverage at his school to implement programs that would comply with the 
mandate and complement the district mission. He believed this would generate 
greater participation from staff most resistant to these changes.  
During this period, the school actors lacked confidence and experienced 
chaos in the simultaneous implementation of programs and the restructuring of 
the guidance department. The teachers were the least confident about the 
implementation of the curriculum because the professional development was 
specific for freshman and sophomore teachers. Teacher 1 complained about the 
principal giving contradictory messages and said, “They’re telling us everybody is 
Cambridge, which technically they are, but were really focusing on the honors 
students for the IGSE freshmen-sophomore tests, and then the AAS junior-senior 
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tests.” Teacher 2 was not knowledgeable about the curriculum and claimed to be 
at the “fringes.”  
Desert Flower High School. The school-level system actors at Desert 
Flower included the principal, two teachers, four counselors and four students. 
The original purpose of Desert Flower was to prepare students for 
vocational and technical programs. Over the years, the school broadened its focus 
to embrace both vocational programs and becoming a college-going school. This 
occurred approximately four to five years prior to the district’s decision to change 
its mission. Regardless of turnover in principals in previous years, the priority to 
prepare their students to become college and career ready remained steadfast. The 
principal stated, “three different principals in six years” and “this [initiative] is 
here to stay.” 
The principal was clearly tightly aligned to the district’s direction. The 
principal’s management style was centralized coupled with certain level of 
autonomy for department chairs. She was highly engaged in providing direction 
and monitoring. She had a good grasp of the issues the school faced that could 
impede the school’s progress, such as addressing the chronic underperformance of 
teachers and their resistance to changes. The school actors perceived the principal 
as a strong leader and the driver of this initiative in her school. She was 
communicative and incorporated data into teacher and counselor meetings. The 
principal attributed their progress to the teacher training in the PLCs the past six 
years, and testing their students using the ACT assessments to acquire student 
academic performance data to inform instructional practices. They also adopted 
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school outcomes based on the ACT, which was to grow student performance from 
35 to 50% of students who meet the college and career readiness benchmarks.  
Research Question 2: How do the institutional actors interpret the district’s 
new policy of becoming college and career ready? 
Blue Sky High School. The actors interpreted the policy as a worthy goal. 
Most actors believed the mission was realistic based on their definition of the 
term “college” as encompassing university, community college and vocational 
certificate programs. One counselor struggled with the mission and considered it 
to be unrealistic because not all students would be interested in going to college. 
There was consensus among the actors’ beliefs that the mission was achievable if 
the school and district addressed the student attendance issues and improved 
student accountability related to their academic behaviors. Counselors were 
concerned about the underperforming teachers and teachers who resisted the 
Advisory program and collaboration with counselors. A few of the actors 
expressed the need to build the capacity of the students because a majority of 
them were first-generation students and lacked the knowledge about college 
preparation and planning. The student had a laissez view about the policy change. 
He associated it with the school being in corrective action and said, “that’s when 
they started doing all this, like mission statements…[and] advisories.”  
Desert Flower High School. All actors worked in alignment to the district 
mission with intensity, whereas, the students lacked the awareness of the mission. 
The actors felt their school’s expectation was to prepare their students 
academically for college even though they may choose alternative postsecondary 
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options. A majority of the actors believed like those at Blue Sky about the mission 
being realistic because they defined college to be inclusive of all academic 
opportunities. The head counselor felt conflicted because she did not believe all 
students wanted to or could attend college; therefore she felt the school’s 
emphasis on college for all students was unrealistic. She believed her role was to 
help students to be prepared for life. The actors were in agreement with Blue Sky, 
as they recognized they had a high percentage of first-generation students and 
needed to build their capacity because of they lacked the knowledge about the 
college planning process. The head counselor also struggled with how much 
support to provide seniors throughout this process and referred to the high level of 
support as “hand holding.” The other counselors recognized the high engagement 
with students and families was connected to the lack of college experience in their 
homes. Concerns shared across school actors included student accountability and 
the challenges undocumented students faced in their schools.  
The students had a different perspective. They were not aware of the 
policy change and most were not familiar with the district mission. Student 2 said, 
“like, maybe they need to express that more, I guess.” Student 2 also expressed 
some skepticism about the district initiative by stating that he felt there were times 
when “the only reason that we have that mission is just image” and likened this to 
a politician by stating, “…oh, I’m gonna do this and that [it’s] just to look good in 
front of people.” 
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Research Question 3: How does the new district policy guide the practices of 
the system actors? 
District. The role of district leadership was to be tenacious about the 
mission and its communication in addition to shielding the schools from the 
external politics. The superintendent expected the assistant superintendent to lead 
the implementation district-wide. Based on this charge, the assistant 
superintendent consistently redirected conversations and decisions the schools 
made about programs and budgetary requests to align with the district initiative. 
She focused extensively on curriculum and instruction. A majority of the time 
was spent addressing curriculum and instruction for all high school sites. The 
district also recognized the necessity to improve the level of service district 
personnel provided their schools to enhance efficiencies and responsiveness.  
Blue Sky High School. The principal provided direction and guidance to 
his school in the implementation of a series of programs under the guise of 
corrective action, such as, the Advisory program, Cambridge curriculum, and the 
restructuring of the counseling department. The communication of these 
numerous programs was discussed heavily in leadership meetings and program 
specific meetings; however, many actors were not well versed with all programs. 
The counselors were the actors most loyal and aligned to the district mission 
among school actors. They understood their role and the activities they were to 
deliver to student and families. Their main challenge was the changes in their 
department midway in the year. The teachers described with ease how the mission 
guided their instructional practices. Classroom observations conducted of the 
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teachers confirmed their actions aligned with their statements about providing 
rigor and relevance to their instruction. Teachers appeared to engage the students 
by utilizing a variety of instructional tools and methods and had them participate 
in the teacher’s lesson.  
 Desert Flower High School. The principal was personally and 
professionally loyal to the mission. She ensured school activities led to the 
preparation of their students. The counselors, similar to Blue Sky, were also very 
loyal about providing services and programming year-round to help students 
transition successfully out of high school. The teachers had high expectations and 
were highly engaging, integrated the use of technology in their student 
assignments, challenged their students both in regular and advance courses. This 
was confirmed with classroom observations described in Chapter 4. These two 
teachers were not representative of all teachers per the students’ comments in 
Chapter 5. A study focused on the teacher experience would have been able to 
provide a more robust explanation of this finding.  
Counselor-specific experiences. The nine counselors representing both 
Blue Sky and Desert Flower provided additional findings that explained the 
impact the district initiative had on their practices. The counselors were concerned 
about the high amount of clerical work for which they were responsible and the 
confusion teachers and other staff displayed about their role based on their 
interactions. They felt the clerical tasks required of them diminished their time 
spent with the students and families. They were also responsible for addressing 
student attendance issues. In the case of Blue Sky, they had staff assigned to 
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oversee its coordination, yet, counselors were called upon frequently to assist 
them. The counselors at both schools believed their role and contribution were not 
understood by school staff, especially teachers. These instances, developed in 
counselors, feeling underappreciated and at times disrespected. They were also 
optimistic school leadership could assist them with creating greater awareness 
among teachers about their roles and address the clerical issues.  
Student-specific experiences. The five students representing both Blue 
Sky and Desert Flower provided additional findings about their academic 
preparation and postsecondary planning as the intended recipients of the district 
initiative. The students’ generally agreed they felt academically prepared for the 
rigor of a college education. They primarily acquired their information from 
counselors during their junior year and with greater intensity their senior year. 
They expressed disappointment with their teachers for not being engaged unless 
students took the initiative to have discussions about their plans after high school. 
They did acknowledge the few teachers that were helpful and supportive.  
For the students who were attending the university needed more from their 
school in terms of helping them understand what they should expect in college. 
They offered ideas about how best to support students with these concerns. The 
students that planned to attend the community college appeared comfortable with 
“what to expect” and the registration process. All students explained their biggest 
barrier to their transition to college was financial. Some students settled for the 
community college because of the size of their scholarships compared to the cost 
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of attendance. Most students received a merit-based scholarship and expected to 
hold a job to offset additional expenses.  
Research Question Findings Summary 
The four themes in Chapter 4 represent a diverse representation of the 
characteristics associated with the implementation of the district reform. The 
central driver of the themes appeared to be the high expectations for all actors set 
by the district mission, which, when operationalized, manifested in varying levels 
of staff accountability at the school-level. The four themes contributed insight into 
the degree of knowledge the system actors displayed about the initiative. Also, the 
actors shared their views about the meaning of the initiative and their capacity 
needs to actively engage in the process. The strengths and challenges the actors 
experienced or observed were indicative of the engagement in the implementation 
process. In Chapter 5, the counselor-specific experiences enhanced the findings in 
Chapter 4 by expanding on the accountability felt by the counselors. The district 
mission had caused counselors to respond to and determine the degree to which 
they took ownership of the initiative and applied it to their individual roles and 
their departments in relation to the school’s plans and the district’s expectation. 
This finding became a demonstration of the change process experienced by a core 
group of actors. The student-specific experiences suggest that students, as the 
intended beneficiaries, were not viewed as valuable contributors to the 
implementation process by the system actors. The students were ill-informed 
about the district initiative, but could make connections that either affirmed or 
contradicted the intentions and actions of the implementation process. They were 
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interested in informing their schools about areas in which they could improve 
their unmet needs as first-generation students and the inequities they observed 
related to the access their peers had to quality teachers and rigorous instruction. 
The students thus represent significant potential resources by way of providing a 
continuous feedback loop to incorporate improvements onto the district initiative.  
Theoretical Implications 
The complex K-12 education system exists within an organizational 
structure that functions as centralized in some areas and decentralized in others 
with a constant negotiation for control and autonomy. The organizational theory 
literature identifies schools as functioning as loosely, tightly, or variably coupled 
(Rorrer et al., 2008; Weick, 1976). The current national policy landscape calls for 
greater accountability and standardization, both describing tightly coupled 
approaches. School districts generally endeavor to function as non-linear, loosely 
coupled organizations while managing compliance with state and national 
mandates requiring a more tightly coupled strategy. The high engagement 
between politics, policies, and the management of K-12 education at times creates 
an unnecessary dichotomy between tight and loose coupling in the education 
system.  
To further illuminate this explanation, a recently released statement from 
the Obama Administration’s U.S. Department of Education (2012) announced 
instituting greater flexibility in the regulatory mechanisms for NCLB. "The goals 
of No Child Left Behind were the right ones," the President said, pointing to 
standards, accountability and closing the achievement gap. "We've got to stay 
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focused on those goals," he added. "But we need to do it in a way that doesn't 
force teachers to teach to the test, or encourage schools to lower their standards to 
avoid being labeled as failures.” Arnie Duncan, Obama’s Secretary of Education, 
also stated “rather than dictating educational decisions from Washington, we want 
state and local educators to decide how to best meet the individual needs of 
students” (U.S Department of Education, 2012). This statement provides a clear 
example how national policies and programs struggle to find the balance between 
loosely and tightly coupled policies to hold districts accountable to improve the 
academic performance of students and provide a quality education.  
 The loose coupling organizational theory proposed by Weick (1976) was 
utilized as the framework for this study to provide insight into the complexity of 
the education system and as an organizational structure that is loosely coupled and 
non-linear. This theory offers an explanation of the complexity in implementing 
the district’s reform initiative and describing the coupling interactions found 
within the district and among the system actors participating in this study. The use 
of this organizational theory was not to prove or disprove that loose coupling was 
the sole approach for schools or to show bias. Rather, the interest was to 
demonstrate the interactions of coupling throughout a district and its impact on 
this district initiative. This study suggests that throughout the implementation 
process, the ABC School District offered many instances where loose and tight 
coupling existed, of which examples were integrated throughout the four themes 
presented in Chapter 4.  
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Because my initial focus was to explain the interactions among the system 
actors that illuminate coupling in the district, I did not capture the knowledge of 
the district actors about the district’s current organizational structure. I was 
limited in ascertaining the district-level actors’ awareness of the loose coupling 
organizational theory as a framework that described their current organizational 
structure. Also, I could not decipher the extent to which the district’s decision-
making process about the implementation was based on intuitiveness, experience, 
or intentionality of adopting loose or tight coupling actions to improve their 
effectiveness. This would also suggest that the district would be able to recognize 
the value of functioning as a loosely coupled system and how to leverage the 
benefits to a loosely managed district and integrating tight coupling where 
suitable. In retrospect, I would have gathered data about the district actors’ current 
organizational structure and their approach to implementation.  
However, the data analysis suggests the ABC School District is largely 
loosely coupled system. The district administrators did not appear to make drastic 
changes to their organizational structure during implementation. They expressed a 
need to have greater centralization, or tighter coupling, woven throughout the 
system because too much decentralization was not optimal for district to create 
initiative coherence. The programs the district actors adopted during 
implementation may have appeared as tightly coupled; however, school principals 
had the flexibility to determine the best approach toward implementation at their 
sites. The district’s implementation process was more recognizable by the system 
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actors through the adoption of the ACT curriculum framework and the Advisory 
program.  
  Additional examples provide insight into the level of autonomy the 16 
school sites retained in their decision-making. Each high school principal 
maintained its school’s own identity based on the academic programs offered. The 
principals determined the school’s readiness to begin the implementation of 
programs aimed at supporting the district mission based on two options 
commencing 2010-2011 or the 2011-2012 academic year. This explained why 
schools were in different stages of the implementation process. Blue Sky and 
Desert Flower were considered early adopters of MFWR, therefore, adopting new 
curricula. There was no evidence the district required the high schools to change 
their high school missions to reflect the district mission. Blue Sky and Desert 
Flower were two of the five high schools that changed their mission to align with 
the district from the total 16 high schools. The system actors at both school sites 
were unaware of what other school sites were engaged in and where they were 
along the implementation continuum.  
The adoption of the new district mission generated a tighter coupling 
within the schools as the new mission generated a uniformity of expectations and 
greater accountability. The mission change was a top-down mandate that came 
from the governing board with the district responsible for the implementation. 
The adoption of the district curriculum framework was the centerpiece of the 
district initiative and was tightly coupled to Desert Flower because they were 
working on the assessments, however I did not see this at Blue Sky. This 
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framework interfaced well within the distinct academic programs of the schools, 
for instance, Cambridge, ACT Quality Core, International Baccaulerate Program, 
and others. This tight coupling did not disrupt the distinctiveness of each school. 
The district was strategic in its approach by providing the principals latitude with 
the implementation of the initiative and remained loosely coupled.  
The district and system actors had conflicting opinions as to what 
constituted a top-down initiative. The system actors at the school site perceived 
the curriculum framework and Advisory program as top-down mandates from the 
district because the district was requiring the schools to adopt them even though 
the district allowed the principals options for launching the programs at their 
schools. Conversely, the district administrators perceived their approach to the 
implementation of these programs as not being top-down because the schools’ 
determined their readiness to implement them.  
In describing the ABC School District as a loosely coupled system, 
Weick’s (1976) theory would imply fewer bureaucratic challenges and 
coordination issues. This study found the contrary existed within the departments 
of budget and data administration, which functioned as a tightly coupled unit 
within the loosely coupled system. The district provided strict oversight of the 
district budget and its allocations to the schools. This is not an atypical setting as 
the literature supports this occurrence (Cuban, 1990). The challenge, as the 
principal at Blue Sky alluded to, was the bureaucracy of the budgetary requests 
and allocations process which lacked transparency of its policies and procedures. 
This became a cumbersome process to engage. The principal at Desert Flower 
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described the district as allocating school budgets and she could only presume the 
rationale behind the proportion of district funding distributed across schools. The 
principals were not familiar with the district’s distribution of budgetary dollars 
across schools, nor could they determine whether the budget allocations were 
based on their school needs. Because the principals have no decision-making 
authority about the budget and the district actors did not provide specific 
examples about how they were making changes in this area, this would need to be 
further explored. One speculated reason for tight management of the district 
budget is their federal designation as a Title I district, hence their budget was 
based on federal funding. This designation qualifies the district for additional 
funding to provide equitable programs and services for students and their families 
from a low socioeconomic background.  
The communication process the superintendent pursued demonstrated 
variability in its coupling. He planned for 100 days of listening and gathering 
information. There was precision in the organization of the listening days, yet the 
conversations were flexible through the dialogue that occurred with district staff. 
The information gathered was presented to the governing board and a few stories 
shared by the superintendent were powerful, which are discussed in Chapter 4. I 
did not glean evidence the district utilized this information in a meaningful way to 
inform the implementation process. Weick (1976) would cite this example as a 
newly formed coupling that could dissipate once the goal was accomplished. This 
action is executable in a loosely coupled environment because it permits the 
system actor to make an independent decision, take action and then it dissipates 
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when the action is complete. This decision does not impact other aspects of the 
organization for choosing to do so, whereas a tightly coupled system would allow 
for fewer independent decisions to occur.  
Implications for Practice 
 The literature review conducted Chapter 2 affirmed districts have a 
significant role in leading schools toward transformational change. The district 
must ensure it has the organizational capacity to establish policy and program 
coherence, provide instructional leadership for their schools, reorient its 
organization, and maintain a focus on sustainability and institutionalization of the 
new reform efforts. Effective districts can successfully implement systemic 
education reform initiatives with coherence and permanence (Anderson & 
Stieglebaure, 2004; Madda, Halverson, & Gomez, 2007; Rorrer et al., 2008; 
Smith O’Day, 1990).  
This section highlights the practices and activities that were seen as 
positive changes. The implications and recommendations offered to the ABC 
High School District are also presented. These considerations may also be 
beneficial to high school districts with similar populations and challenges, which 
may have an interest in pursuing a college readiness reform initiative. The six 
recommendations that are presented would support the growth and progress of the 
implementation of the ABC District’s mission and initiatives. The 
recommendations are categorized as (a) Site-based District, (b) Policy and 
Program Alignment, (c) Communication and Mission-driven, (d) Leadership 
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Capacity, (e) Sustainability and Institutionalization, and (f) First-generation 
students.  
Positive Changes 
Throughout the study, it was evident that the ABC High School District, 
had made progress during the initial stage of the implementation process. Blue 
Sky and Desert Flower were on different trajectories of the implementation 
process, but moving forward nonetheless. Below is a brief accounting and 
recognition of the steady gains made by the district and its schools.  
District. The district-level system actors described their progress in the 
areas of creating a data culture, the adoption of the advisory program, and the 
pace with which district leadership led the implementation. The district 
administrators emphasized bringing in leaders who were accustomed to or willing 
to partake in a culture that was focused on utilizing data to drive decisions that 
were student centered. The superintendent led with a deliberate and non-
threatening pace to allow for this new orientation to internal and external 
stakeholders. The superintendent said, “I mean you can always move faster” but 
he was methodical in moving forward and “just test it [response].” As the district 
garnered support and hired like-minded individuals, he said “you can push.” The 
adoption of the Advisory program was a “…pretty big deal.” He added, “It didn’t 
sound like it but it was a big deal.” The district gave schools the option of when to 
begin implementation. This would give schools time to gauge interest and 
resistance levels and know how best to proceed with the program.  
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Blue Sky High School. The collective opinions of the actors illuminated 
numerous strengths. The principal believed the implementation of the Cambridge 
curriculum was critical toward improving teaching and learning. The change in 
the curriculum turned around one of their most disengaged elementary school 
partners. The counselors saw an increase in honors and AP courses and parents 
seeking these courses for their students. The counselors were supportive of the 
full implementation of the Advisory program. They were also looking forward to 
collaborating with teachers to provide information and resources around 
postsecondary plans.  
Desert Flower High School. The system actors had much to share as 
positive changes in their school. They agreed with implementers at Blue Sky 
regarding increases in rigorous course options, the staff culture, the use of college 
readiness assessments, and the Advisory prgram. All actors were extremely 
positive about the advisory program due to its potential to reach students more 
effectively and hopefully create stronger relationships between teachers and 
students. The school was building a culture of collaboration for teachers and 
counselors in support of improving the personal statements for students. The use 
of the ACT gave staff data to analyze the academic progress of their students. For 
students, this was exposure to an exam they would otherwise be unfamiliar and 
students were more engaged about their level of academic readiness.  
Recommendations for the ABC District 
 The district demonstrated reasonable gains; however, there were areas that 
needed greater attention in order to make considerable advancements beyond 
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aspirations and early indicators of progress. Below are seven recommendations 
that highlight the areas that require further strategic emphasis beyond rhetoric.  
Site-based district. The findings of the study suggest the ABC High 
School District is a loosely coupled organization and reliant on site-based 
management of its schools. There is a need to focus on the superintendent’s 
leadership team and ensure the team clearly understands their roles and 
responsibilities toward the district mission. Each department, from human 
resources, budget and finance, and instruction and accountability must address 
any barriers related to policies and procedures and make changes accordingly. In 
order for the district to continue to advance the college readiness initiative, the 
district leadership team must be highly functioning and tightly aligned. Also, an 
assessment of the district’s management approach of their high schools will be 
important to determine areas that would benefit from centralization and 
standardization (tightly coupled), in addition to those that would work well under 
autonomous and flexible environments (loosely coupled). School principals have 
significant implementation autonomy at their sites. This could apply at all levels 
of the district hierarchy. This assessment could inform leadership decision-
making, especially to achieve and maintain variability of coupling to balance the 
district’s power among the schools and avoid school-level resistance from 
extremely tight couplings to the organizational structure of the district.  
Policy and program alignment. An assessment and alignment of current 
district policies and programs will be crucial for the district to make considerable 
gains (Firestone, 1989; McLaughlin, 1987; Rorrer et al., 2008). The major 
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challenge expressed by a majority of the teachers and counselors was referenced 
to the unenforced district student attendance policy. This issue was also a factor in 
the counselors’ expanding roles that included supporting other staff whose 
responsibility was on student attendance, which caused counselors to be distracted 
from their most essential roles.  
Conducting an analysis of both district and school-level policies could 
result in the adoption of policies that more tightly align to each other and the 
district goals. A process should be included to remove policy barriers that might 
include purging irrelevant and out-dated policies, revising current policies to 
tighten alignment to the district initiative, and enforcing pre-existing policies 
(such as the student attendance policy). Prioritizing longstanding district policy 
issues will begin to demonstrate to all system actors the district’s long-term 
commitment to the district mission.  
It is recommended that the district continue to strategically align and 
prioritize district and school academic programs to alleviate existing 
fragmentation and strengthen program coherence. Very little evidence was 
collected from both the district and school-level actors that this was occurring 
beyond rhetoric, therefore, the district needs to ensure this process occurs. The 
removal of programs deemed unnecessary or duplicative avoids layering of 
programs and unnecessary confusion among system actors. District and school 
leaders must be mindful to communicate decisions about alignment as they are 
made through hierarchical channels to reach all actors. School-level actors asked 
for increased and continuous communication about these district policies and 
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program decisions and for the district to provide a rationale for them. This is 
important in fostering the will and support of the system actors, especially 
teachers and those most resistant to change. For example, the principal at Blue 
Sky was aware of the need to exercise selectivity among programs; however, he 
was managing a multitude of programs due to compliance with the school’s 
corrective action plan. The second example is the Advisory program adopted by 
the district and supported by counselors from both schools and some teachers is 
an excellent example of a program demonstrating district alignment and serving 
multiple purposes for the actors.  
The continuous evaluation of the effective implementation of the district 
curriculum framework, school curricula, and the application of rigorous 
instructional strategies in the classroom will be a critical undertaking for the 
district (Madda et al., 2007). The teachers from Blue Sky were teaching upper 
division courses, therefore, were not as involved in the curriculum at the school-
level. The teachers at Desert Flower appeared to be highly engaged in the 
curriculum and provided evidence of academic rigor and high expectations. Based 
on my observation at Blue Sky, I could not determine if there was tight coupling 
with the professional development and classroom instruction to improve the 
academic rigor for students. These recommendations are supported by the 
literature describing what is required of leadership to assure effective 
implementation by establishing policy and program implementation coherence as 
noted above. 
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Communication and mission-driven. When a district decides to pursue 
transformational change, communication of the initiative is vital. The district 
began with vigorous communication during its initial stages of the initiative but 
did not engage in the continuous communication that the school actors wanted to 
gain greater access to the district leadership and clarity to alleviate ambiguities 
and their own uncertainties about the initiative. The literature suggests that this 
occurs due to district’s lack of focus and competing responsibilities. The district 
would benefit from creating a comprehensive, long-term communication plan and 
quickly reengaging school actors and remove communication bottlenecks. This is 
a crucial time for the system actors because they may require more direction or 
explanations to remove layers of ambiguity that may persist. Because ambiguity 
breeds uncertainty, incorporating double-loop communication among district and 
school actors may support their learning. Within this feedback loop, ensuring 
system actors have access to key district messages and periodic updates could also 
improve effectiveness. 
Continous communication would also provide clarity around the definition 
of the terms “college readiness” and “college.” For the actors who were 
supportive of the district mission and initiatives, their interpretation of “college” 
encompassed university, community college, and certificate programs. The actors 
who were more concerned conveyed their definition of “college” as exclusionary 
and with a sole focus on a university education. All actors were also inclined to 
evaluate the district mission based on each aspect in isolation. The actors 
separated “college,” “career,” and “life.” The actors evaluated the progress of the 
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district initiative based on what was being implemented for each aspect of the 
district mission. All of the actors believed the district placed a greater emphasis 
on “college” while they desired more activities around “career and life.”  Also, 
students must be fully informed about the initiative and its changes. While district 
and school actors discussed engaging certain groups of student leaders, the 
general student population, based on the student responses, remained unfamiliar 
about initiative and how these changes are to improve their academic experience 
and their chances to be successful in college. Both principals agreed their students 
were not very familiar with the initiative. Student 1 at Desert Flower said, “I 
didn’t even, I didn’t think our school even had a mission statement, until you 
know, like, when I walked in.”Addressing the communication concerns expressed 
by all actors at the district and school sites can improve overall support of the 
initiative and provide the system actors direction and understanding.  
Leadership capacity. The hiring of high school principals is of the utmost 
importance for the implementation, monitoring and assessment of the initiative’s 
progress (Smith & O’Day, 1990). Also, critical to the initiative is the principal’s 
ability to set the vision and expectations for the school and establish a plan to 
begin to lay the groundwork to assure structural, procedural, curricular and 
cultural changes in preparation for an official launch of an initiative. The 
Principal becomes the champion of the district initiatives, attempting to gain the 
acceptance and support of the school staff, especially teachers as they are closest 
to the impact in the classroom. The lack of a strong leader at the school site could 
greatly diminish or sabotage the potential success of the district initiative.  
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In this study, the principal was the lynchpin. This was especially the case 
at Desert Flower, where the principal was highly regarded by the actors at her 
school and held high expectations of her staff and students. She displayed an 
unrelenting commitment to the school mission created by her predecessors and 
most recently the district initiative. This school was intentional about the policy, 
curricular and programmatic changes it embarked on over the past years to align 
to create a college-going culture and increase rigor in the classroom. The principal 
engaged in difficult conversations with her staff, especially for those unconvinced 
to support the district initiative. The expectation was to academically prepare all 
students for college to provide them with many postsecondary options and to 
diminish teachers’ and counselors’ low expectations of students. The principal a 
Blue Sky was well-intentioned but the actors perceived the implementation 
process as disorganized and chaotic. The teachers especially lacked confidence in 
the principal and the implementation activities. The counselors were experiencing 
major changes in the guidance department and voiced concern about the chaos as 
well.  
Staff and student accountability. Creating a college-going culture 
requires a united effort from all system actors. Across all actors, district-wide, the 
greatest concern was to address underperforming and resistant teachers. The 
actors felt there was no end in sight to this struggle. To further convey the 
pervasiveness of this issue, on two separate occasions Teacher 2 and the union 
president described some of their peers as “lazy.” If the district addresses this 
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issue, I believe an immediate shift in the morale and culture of the schools would 
develop.  
It is recommended the district continue to explore the restructuring of the 
guidance departments to better align them with the district mission. The current 
structure of this department is not conducive to serving all students, as it requires 
students to take the initiative and advocate for themselves. This becomes 
challenging for first-generation students who have not acquired the knowledge, 
may be intimidated or simply unfamiliar about how to navigate counseling 
programs and services. The counselor role should also be addressed to ensure they 
have the time to focus on college and career related activities aligned to the 
initiative versus focusing on clerical responsibilities (Tierney et al., 2005).  
Last, the system actors all voiced the need to expect more from their 
students. Counselor 1 at Blue Sky articulated that the school staff has not had high 
expectations of their students. Identifying strategies to incorporate students’ 
acquisition of college-going skills and behaviors would be recommended.  
Sustainability and institutionalization. In the field of education, viewing 
sustainability and institutionalization in reform efforts has started to become 
common topic for discussion. The ABC District and school leaders provided 
superficial responses about initiative sustainability, suggesting they have not been 
as intentional as they could to in the implementation of the initiative. The district 
actors understood its value and importance. They also indicated the initiative 
would take 5-8 years to experience success, inferring it would take a long-term 
commitment from the district. There was no evidence the district helped the 
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system actors understand how their roles and actions supported or inhibited its 
success long-term. The teachers, for example, still had a “wait and see” attitude. 
Framing discussions about the initiative’s purpose to achieve sustainability could 
alleviate uncertainties for teachers.  
The literature reports that the discussion of sustainability and 
institutionalization typically did not occur proactively as the reform commenced, 
instead, it would occur when the district/school reform would experience success. 
Then discussions then ensued about how to sustain and institute its work into the 
daily practices of the actors. The application of this work to district plans is 
necessary from inception or as early as possible. Also, strategic conversations 
with all system actors will be vital in order for them to understand how the district 
decisions about changes impact sustainability of the reform. Budgetary needs of 
the school principals and forecasting potential challenges and barriers will impact 
the extent to which the district may sustain their initiative.  
Ensuring students and their families and the surrounding communities are 
knowledgeable about the initiative will also be paramount to the sustainability of 
this effort. The students must be viewed as beneficiaries and co-implementers in 
this initiative. Students can provide valuable feedback to make improvements 
throughout the implementation process and become more engaged. The likelihood 
of an initiative displaying staying power will be based on how well the reform is 
recognized by the actors, the changes they make in their practices, and the shift in 
their school’s cultural norms aligned to the initiative. A final consideration for 
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district leaders will be the political environment and policies being promoted and 
its impact on the district initiative (Datnow, 2005).  
First-generation students. A majority of the system actors (adults) of this 
study were the first in their families to attend college or had an affinity to work 
with the urban student population. The challenge appeared to be in transferring 
their knowledge into effective strategies to better serve their students. If district 
and school administrators enhanced the capacity of their staff on the needs of their 
student population would generate improvements in instruction and learning, 
programs and services, and greater student engagement. The students would also 
build their capacity and gain the knowledge and information to make the most 
informed decisions about their postsecondary plans. Student 3 commented in 
Chapter 4 that he was not given explanation for the school staff decisions and 
said, “…the impression I was given as a freshman was that, oh, just do this. Later 
on it will help, but they never showed us how or why.” 
The teachers and counselors spoke extensively about the needs of their 
students and the lack of information and knowledge they had about the college 
and career planning process. A few actors struggle with how much support or 
“hand-holding” to provide students. The district and school actors believed there 
were still many teachers who had low expectations of students. The districts focus 
from high school completion to college-going had not yet penetrated all teachers’ 
mindset. Other actors were very astute to the needs and challenges of first-
generation students.  
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While a majority of the actors understand their own first-generation 
college student experience, the application of this knowledge into their daily 
practices may not be occurring with thoughtfulness and intentionality school-
wide, district-wide to improve the students’ experiences and create a seamless 
transition toward postsecondary pathways. It may be a valuable consideration for 
the district to create professional development opportunities to educate staff about 
the differences between a cultural deficit model and a culturally affirming model. 
In addition, it might be helpful for district to create a more welcoming 
environment to constructive feedback. This would allow staff to air their concerns 
and reservations about the initiative not a good fit for all students, and avoid being 
misconstrued as having lower expectations for students. Dialogues among the 
actors could address any misperceptions actors have about first-generation 
students or simply providing information actors lack about the students they 
serve. There are counselors at Desert Flower and Blue Sky who are 
knowledgeable and can provide leadership on this top. Engaging in this learning 
process could help put into context for the actors the emphasis to build a district-
wide culture of high expectations and a rigorous academic experience for all 
students.  
Directions for Future Research 
This study illuminated the important role of the district to provide 
leadership in the implementation of a college readiness reform initiative. The 
change in the district mission accompanied with its implementation positioned 
district-level actors as drivers of the initiative. The role of district leaders is multi-
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faceted, complex and interconnected to the school-level system actors. Also, 
because of the loosely-coupled organizational structure of the district, the district 
actors relied heavily on their school principals for the implementation to penetrate 
school sites. The school principals then relied on their school staffs. This study 
acknowledged that all actors system-wide, play an important role in the 
implementation process that must not be overlooked. This especially resonated 
with the counselor and the student actors. This in-depth study provided a robust 
explanation of the implementation process of the district initiative, with rich 
descriptions as to how the system actors perceived the initiative and how this 
guided their actions based on their roles.  
This study also revealed future research possibilities to further understand 
how urban high school districts implement effective and sustainable college 
readiness reform initiatives. The role of families plays a central role in the 
academic success of their students. Family engagement was often mentioned by 
actors and was included where appropriate in the findings; however, this area 
could be further explored to understand the role and impact families can have in 
this type of initiative. The focus on educational equity in an urban high school 
district setting is especially important that could be further investigated to 
contribute to the literature. There were a few system actors that recognized 
aspects of equity in this study. These instances were limited. These topics fall 
beyond the scope of this study and do merit future research considerations within 
a district setting and context of organizational change, implementation of college 
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readiness reforms, or studying the preparation experiences of high school students 
in pursuit of a college dream.  
In any professional setting that aspires to create change, whether in K-20 
education, philanthropy, not for profit or the business communities, collaboration 
is highly valuable in addressing complex issues that require problem solving and 
knowledge sharing of innovative and creative ideas and solutions. In the case of 
my dissertation study, I engaged in a collaborative approach with Lenay Dunn, a 
doctoral student, because we were both passionate about the topic and we sought 
to develop a deeper understanding of this particular education reform. This 
collaborative experience can foster meaningful, creative, and collective scholarly 
research.  
Universities have a responsibility to produce astute doctoral students 
prepared to make a difference in their fields, whether entering research, policy or 
practice. I encourage universities to further explore opportunities for greater 
collaboration among doctoral students and dissertation studies. I would also 
encourage universities to consider fostering intentional and interdisciplinary 
collaborations among doctoral students who are interested in complex education 
reform topics. I believe this approach led by doctoral students could generate 
interesting and innovative research studies. In my dissertation experience, my 
ambitious pursuit of this study came from my desire for a greater depth of 
learning about an education reform issue. I found this collaboration to be 
invaluable. While this collaborative approach was primarily focused on the data 
collection process with some engagement during the analysis phase, there are 
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opportunities to explore dissertation models that also incorporate deeper 
collaboration and to benefit from a collective data analysis process yet allows 
each researcher to maintain her/his individual identity while benefiting from the 
collective work and the insights of a research team.  
Concluding Thoughts 
Now more than ever, all students must receive a quality high school 
education that prepares them for the opportunities and demands of a 
postsecondary education without remediation. The federal government is 
demanding this of its states, whereby mediocrity is no longer acceptable. It will be 
necessary for urban high school districts to demonstrate an unwavering 
commitment to educate all students, remain student-centered, and provide 
coherent leadership to its high schools in order to drive systemic and sustainable 
large scale impact.  
This study captured the journey of an urban high school district that was 
implementing a college readiness education reform initiative. Student 4 at Desert 
Flower summarized why this college readiness initiative as a reform strategy has 
the potential to truly change the lives of students. He said, “The way I would tell 
somebody about our mission would be like, ‘We are trying to prepare ourselves, 
to be a college student one day. Hopefully get into a university, to be something 
in life.’” 
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APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS
  
INFORMATION FOR INTERVIEWERS: This protocol is a modification of I.E. Seidman’s (2006) 3-part interview series, with the three 
parts condensed into a single 60 to 90 minute interview for 6 participant categories in the study. Questions are designed to maximize a free 
flow of participants’ experiences. 
 
Participant 
Category 
Part I: Focused Life History – Placing 
Participants’ Experience in Context 
Part II: Details of Experience – Concrete 
Details of Participants’ Experience with the 
Implementation of the District Initiative 
Part III: Reflections on Meaning – 
Intellectual and Emotional Connections to 
the District Initiative 
District  Please tell us about your personal background and 
academic experience and how you came to this 
District. 
 
 Where were you born and grew up?  
 Parents’ background - education & work? Are 
you the first in your family to attain a degree? 
 What was your family’s view about education? 
 Can you share a defining experience during 
your academic years that has influenced your 
current work? 
 How did you come to work in the education 
field & become superintendent district leader? 
 
Please tell us about how you implement the new 
policy in your district. 
 
 
 How would you describe your district?  
 The district changed its mission before you 
came here; tell me what you know about  why 
the district changed its mission. 
 What are the primary goals and expected 
outcomes of the current district college 
readiness initiative?    
 How was this policy change communicated to 
schools, students and families? 
 What is your role and the role of the leadership 
team in this initiative? 
 What areas have you had to build capacity for 
your district because of this initiative? 
(structure/staffing, realigned resources, 
curriculum)? 
 What changes have you made within the district 
to accommodate the district success indicators?  
 What expectations do you have for schools in 
implementing this mission? How have you 
determined schools would be ready for 
implementation? 
 What support do you provide your schools? 
How did you build their support for this 
initiative? 
 How will you ensure sustainability of the 
initiative? 
 What support do you need to be successful in 
your role of leading this initiative?  
Given what you have shared thus far about new 
policy, what does it mean to you as an administrator? 
 
 What will need to occur for your district to 
prepare every student for college, career and 
life? 
 How will this initiative support student learning 
& preparation for postsecondary success? 
 If you were to walk on a campus, what would 
you expect to see that reflects the initiative?  
 How would you characterize the relationship 
between the district office & schools?   
 How do you think this initiative is perceived in 
your schools?  
 What aspect of the implementation process has 
been most challenging/ barriers?  What has 
been most successful? What might you 
improve? 
 Could you describe any positive or negative 
changes in your (school or district) that you 
attribute to this initiative? 
 When speaking with individuals/groups outside 
of the district regarding the district initiative, 
what message do you convey? 
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Participant 
Category 
Part I: Focused Life History – Placing 
Participants’ Experience in Context 
Part II: Details of Experience – Concrete 
Details of Participants’ Experience with the 
Promising Practice(s) 
Part III: Reflections on Meaning – Intellectual 
and Emotional Connections to the Promising 
Practice(s) 
Teachers Please tell us about your personal background 
and academic experience and how you came to 
this District. 
 
 Where were you born and grew up?  
 Parents’ background - education & work? 
Are you the first in your family to attain a 
degree? 
 What was your family’s view about 
education? 
 Can you share a defining experience during 
your academic years that has influenced your 
current work? 
 How did you come to work in the education 
field & become a teacher? 
 How many years have you been teaching? In 
the district?   
 
Please tell us about your experience with the new 
initiative? 
 
 
 How do you describe your district? School? 
 How would you characterize the relationship 
with the district office?   
 What are the primary goals and expected 
outcomes of the current district college 
readiness initiative? How was this policy 
change communicated to schools, students 
and families? 
 How did the school determine its readiness 
to begin implementing the initiative? Who 
was involved in this decision? 
 What does this look like in your school? 
How does it align with district expectations?  
 What is your role in this initiative? 
 Who else is involved in this initiative at your 
school? 
 Who would you go to if you had a question 
about the mission or its related policies? 
 Walk us through a day and highlight where 
and how you see this initiative being 
implemented in your practice (curriculum, 
instructional practices, & materials)?  
 What do you need to be successful in your 
role with this initiative?  
 Which of the district success indicators are 
the best measures of initiative progress?  
Given what you have shared thus far about new 
policy, what does it mean to you as a teacher? 
 
 What will need to occur for you to prepare 
every student for college, career and life? 
 How will this initiative support student 
learning & preparation for postsecondary 
success? 
 What does the mission mean to you? (If 
applicable: How is it different than the 
previous district mission?) Do you think the 
mission is realistic? Can you elaborate? 
 How do you think this initiative is perceived 
in your school (principals, teachers, students, 
families)?  
 What aspect of the implementation process 
has been positive or negative? What might 
be improved?  
 Could you describe any positive or negative 
changes in your (school or district) that you 
attribute to this initiative? 
 If you were going to explain this initiative to 
others outside the district, what would you 
want them to know? 
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Participant 
Category 
Part I: Focused Life History – Placing 
Participants’ Experience in Context 
Part II: Details of Experience – Concrete 
Details of Participants’ Experience with the 
Promising Practice(s) 
Part III: Reflections on Meaning – 
Intellectual and Emotional Connections to 
the Promising Practice(s) 
Counselors Please tell us about your personal background 
and academic experience and how you came to 
this District. 
 
 Where were you born and grew up?  
 Parents’ background - education & work? 
Are you the first in your family to attain a 
degree? 
 What was your family’s view about 
education? 
 Can you share a defining experience 
during your academic years that has 
influenced your current work? 
 How did you come to work in the 
education field & become a counselor? 
 How many years have you been a 
counselor? In the district?   
 
 
 
 
 
Please tell us about your experience with the 
new initiative? 
 
 How would you describe your district-
school?  
 How would you characterize your 
school’s relationship with the district 
office?   
 What are the primary goals and expected 
outcomes of the current district college 
readiness initiative? How was this policy 
change communicated to your school, 
students and families? 
 How did the school determine its 
readiness to begin implementing the 
initiative in the fall?  
 What does the initiative look like in your 
school? Do you think it aligns with district 
expectations?  
 What is your role in this initiative? 
 Who else is involved in this initiative at 
your school? 
 Who would you go to if you had a 
question about the mission or its related 
policies? 
 Walk us through a day and highlight 
where and how you see this initiative 
being implemented in your practice & 
department?  
 What do you need to be successful in your 
role with this initiative? 
 Which of the district success indicators are 
the best measures of initiative progress? 
Given what you have shared thus far about new 
policy, what does it mean to you as a 
counselor? 
 What will need to occur for you prepare 
every student for college, career and life? 
 How will this initiative support student 
learning & preparation for postsecondary 
success? 
 What does the mission mean to you? (If 
applicable: How is it different than the 
previous district mission?) Do you think 
the mission is realistic?  Can you 
elaborate? 
 How do you think this initiative is 
perceived in your school (principals, 
teachers, students, families)?  
 What aspect of the implementation 
process has been positive or negative? 
What might be improved?  
 Could you describe any positive or 
negative changes in your (school or 
district) that you attribute to this initiative? 
 If you were going to explain this initiative 
to others outside the district, what would 
you want them to know? 
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Participant 
Category 
Part I: Focused Life History – Placing 
Participants’ Experience in Context 
Part II: Details of Experience – Concrete 
Details of Participants’ Experience with the 
Promising Practice(s) 
Part III: Reflections on Meaning – Intellectual 
and Emotional Connections to the Promising 
Practice(s) 
Principals Please tell us about your personal background 
and academic experience and how you came to 
this District. 
 
 Where were you born and grew up?  
 Parents’ background - education & work? 
Are you the first in your family to attain a 
degree? 
 What was your family’s view about 
education? 
 Can you share a defining experience during 
your academic years that has influenced your 
current work? 
 How did you come to work in the education 
field & become a principal? 
 How many years have you been a principal? 
In the district?   
 
 
Please tell us about your experience with the new 
initiative? 
 
 How would you describe your district? 
School?  
 How would you characterize the relationship 
with the district office?   
 Tell me what you know about why the 
district changed its mission. 
 What are the primary goals and expected 
outcomes of the current district college 
readiness initiative?  
 How did you determine your school was 
ready to implement this initiative?  Who was 
involved in this decision?  
 How was this policy change communicated 
to you & your school? 
 What is your role in the initiative? 
 Who else is involved in this initiative at your 
school? 
 Who would you go to if you had a question 
about the mission or its related policies? 
 What expectations do you have for your 
school in implementing this mission? What 
areas have you had to build capacity for your 
school because of this initiative? 
(structure/staffing, realigned resources, 
curriculum)? 
 Which of the district success indicators are 
the best measures of initiative progress?  
 How will you ensure sustainability of the 
initiative at your school? 
 What support do you need to be successful in 
your role with this initiative? 
Given what you have shared thus far about new 
policy, what does it mean to you as an 
administrator? 
 What will need to occur for you prepare 
every student for college, career and life? 
 How will this initiative support student 
learning & preparation for postsecondary 
success? 
 What does the change in mission mean to 
you? Is the mission realistic? Can you 
elaborate?  
 If we were to walk around the campus, what 
would you expect to see that reflects the 
initiative?  
 How do you think this initiative is perceived 
in your school (teachers, students, families)?  
 What aspect of the implementation process 
has been most challenging/barriers?  What 
has been most successful? What might you 
improve?  
 Could you describe any positive or negative 
changes in your (school or district) that you 
attribute to this initiative? 
 If you were going to explain this initiative to 
others outside the district, what would you 
want them to know? 
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Participant 
Category 
Part I: Focused Life History – Placing 
Participants’ Experience in Context 
Part II: Details of Experience – Concrete 
Details of Participants’ Experience with the 
Promising Practice(s) 
Part III: Reflections on Meaning – 
Intellectual and Emotional Connections to 
the Promising Practice(s) 
Board 
Member/Union 
Representative 
Please tell us about your personal background 
and academic experience and how you came to 
this District. 
 
 Where were you born and grew up?  
 Parents’ background - education & work? 
Are you the first in your family to attain a 
degree? 
 What was your family’s view about 
education? 
 Can you share a defining experience 
during your academic years that has 
influenced your current work? 
  How did you become interested in 
becoming a board member/union 
representative? 
 How many years have you served in this 
capacity?   
 
Please tell us about your experience with the 
new initiative? 
 
 How would you describe your district?  
 How would you characterize the 
relationship between the district office & 
schools?   
 Tell me why the district changed its 
mission and describe how the district 
operated before and after the initiative?   
 How did you know the district was ready 
to implement this new initiative? 
 How was this policy change 
communicated to the schools, students, 
families, & community? 
 What changes have been made to 
accommodate the district success 
indicators?  
 If you were to walk through a campus, 
what would you expect to see that reflects 
the initiative? 
 What is your role in this initiative? How 
do you support the district leaders in 
implementing the initiative?  
 Who would you go to if you had a 
question about the mission or its related 
policies? 
 How will you ensure sustainability of the 
initiative in your district? 
Given what you have shared thus far about new 
policy, what does it mean to you as a Board 
Member/Union Representative? 
 
 What will need to occur for your district to 
prepare every student for college, career 
and life? 
 How will this initiative support student 
learning & preparation for postsecondary 
success? 
 What does the change in mission mean to 
you? Is the mission realistic? Can you 
elaborate? 
 How do you think this initiative is 
perceived in the schools and in the 
community (principals, teachers, students, 
families)? 
 What aspect of the implementation 
process has been positive or negative? 
What might be improved?  
 Could you describe any positive or 
negative changes in your (school or 
district) that you attribute to this initiative? 
 If you were going to explain this initiative 
to others outside the district, what would 
you want them to know? 
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Student: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. As you know, I am Antonia Franco from 
Arizona State University and I am conducting a study on ABC’s College Readiness Initiative for 
my dissertation in the Doctoral Program in The Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College.  
During this session, my colleague and I will be asking a series of questions about your experiences 
and thoughts about the District’s initiative and how you believe it has impacted you. We are most 
interested in hearing all of your different perspectives. We ask that everyone have an opportunity 
to answer each question and it would be helpful not to have side conversations to ensure we hear 
every student’s comments. 
Your name or other identifying information will not be associated with your comments today. We 
ask that you not repeat with anyone outside of this session what is shared in our conversation 
today to ensure confidentiality for all. We want you to feel comfortable in sharing your honest 
opinions. Also, your participation is voluntary and you may inform us that you would like to quit 
anytime throughout without penalty. 
 As we have shared with you, this session will be recorded today to assist us with taking the most 
accurate notes. If at any time you feel uncomfortable answering with the recorder on, we can turn 
off the recorder. I am going to turn on the recorder on now?  Is that okay with you?  Great.  
Let’s quickly take a few minutes to get to know everyone a little better by introducing ourselves. 
Please share your name and the math class you are in.  
1. Tell us about your school?  
2. What have you heard about your opportunities after high school? Who did you hear it 
from?  When did you hear about these opportunities? 
3. How many of you have parents who went to college? 
4. What have you heard about the district’s mission to prepare all students for college, 
career and life? What does that mean to you?  What do you think about this mission? 
How do you think the mission affects you, if at all? 
5. How would you describe this initiative to others outside your school?  
6. What type discussions or activities do you have in your classroom about college and 
other options after high school? 
7. Do you feel you will be academically prepared for after high school?  Why or Why not?  
8. How did you select the courses you took during high school? Who helped you select 
courses? Did you fill out a 4+4 plan with your counselor?  Was he/she helpful in 
selecting courses?  
9. What are your plans after high school?  Why? Who and what has led you to that choice?  
(events at school, teachers, counselors, parents, other students) 
10. When did you start planning for what you will do after high school? When did your 
school begin to offer college going activities?  What were some of those activities? 
11. What are you doing now to prepare for your post-graduation plans? 
12. What do you need from your school now to successfully transition to life after high 
school? 
13. Do you have anything else you would like to share about your plans after graduation & 
what led you to that choice?  
Thank you very much for taking the time to talk with me/us today. 
 250 
APPENDIX C 
OBSERVATION PROTOCOL
 251 
Spring 2011 
 
Observer:    Location/Scene:       
Date:    Participants:        
Activity:       Language(s):      
Other Contextual Notes:          
  
Visual Map: 
 
 
 
 
 
Running Record: 
 
Time  Observation      Observer 
Comments  
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Description of Classroom Observations 
 
The researcher learns about actions and infers the meanings those actions have for participants. 
These observations assume that actions are purposeful and expressive of deeper values and beliefs 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 
 I am interested in observing the following activity and compare to the interview: 
 
Classroom Context 
• Classroom environment 
• Classroom resources - sparsely equipped or content rich resources 
• Room arrangement: inhibits or facilitates interaction among students  
Teacher to Student Interaction 
• What types of teaching material are used in the classroom? 
• What is the body language of the teacher towards the students? 
• What is the body language of the students towards the teachers? 
• What is the teacher’s tone and word choice? 
• Does the teacher convey high expectations, high engagement from students? 
• Student tone and word choice  
•  Formal and informal patterns of interaction 
College going activities 
• Does the teacher introduce topics  about college or planning after high school 
• Do they convey views, positions, about college or the initiative that align or contradict 
with the initiative?  
• Does the teacher display college going memorabilia in the classroom? 
Student Engagement Level 
• Low engagement – 80% or more of students off-task 
• Mixed engagement  
• High engagement  - 80% or more of students on-task/engaged 
 
Types of Instruction 
L lecture/presentation  
CL cooperative learning (roles) 
PM problem modeling LC learning center/station 
SP student presentation (formal)  
TIS teacher/faculty member interacting w/ student 
LWD lecture with discussion 
D demonstration 
UT utilizing digital educational media and/or technology 
CD class discussion. 
WW writing work (if in groups, add SGD)  
AD administrative tasks 
RSW reading seat work (if in groups, add SGD)  
OOC out-of-class experience 
HOA hands-on activity/materials I interruption 
SGD small group discussion (pairs count) OTH other: Please describe.Type of Instruction (lecture, 
interactive) 
 
Adapted from the University of Minnesota-College of Education & Human Development-
Classroom Observation Handbook 2002, Classroom observation protocol.
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INFORMATION LETTER for Individual Interviews 
An Urban High School District’s College Readiness Initiative 
To: School Administrators, Counselor, & Teachers of Target Schools: 
I am an Ed.D. student in the Education Administration and Supervision Program under the 
direction of Dr. Teresa McCarty at Arizona State University. With the support and permission of 
ABC High School District, I am conducting a study on the District’s College Readiness Initiative.  
I am inviting your participation in this study, which will involve an individual interview lasting 
not more than 1.5 hours. Throughout the interview you have the right not to answer any question 
that may create discomfort. Because your participation in this study is voluntary you may choose 
to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty to you in the District. You must be 18 or 
older to participate in this study. 
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts to your participation in this study. Your participation 
in this study will provide rich information to this study to assist in better understanding the 
District’s effort to implement a College Readiness Initiative. 
 Your identity in this study will not be disclosed and your responses will be strictly confidential. 
Additionally, your name, the name of your colleagues, school and district will remain confidential. 
As the data are collected, actual names will be replaced with pseudonyms. The results of this study 
may be used in reports, presentations, or publications, however your name will not be used and the 
data will only be shared in the aggregate form. 
I would like to audiotape this interview to ensure accuracy in data collection and synthesis. You 
will not be recorded, unless you give permission. If you give permission to be taped, you have the 
right to ask for the recording to be stopped at anytime during the interview. The recordings will be 
used to produce transcriptions and both will be kept in a secured computer. Both recordings and 
transcriptions will be destroyed upon completion of this study. 
If you have any questions concerning the research study, please contact Antonia Franco at 602-
739-9260. If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research, or if you 
feel you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Institutional 
Review Board, through the ASU Office of Research Integrity and Assurance, at (480) 965-6788. 
By signing below you are agreeing to participate to in the study and agree to be taped. 
___________________________                     _________________________ 
Signature                                                            Date 
Thank you in advance for your participation in my study. Antonia Franco 
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INFORMATION LETTER for Focus Group Interviews   
An Urban High School District’s College Readiness Initiative 
To: Students of Target Schools: 
I am an Ed.D. student in the Education Administration and Supervision Program under the 
direction of Dr. Teresa McCarty at Arizona State University. With the support and permission of 
ABC High School District, I am conducting a study on the Districts college readiness initiative.  
I am inviting your participation in this study, which will involve an individual interview lasting 
not more than 1.5 hours. Throughout the interview you have the right not to answer any question 
that may create discomfort. Because your participation in this study is voluntary you may choose 
to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty to you in the District. You must be 18 or 
older to participate in this study.  
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts to your participation in this study. Your participation 
in this study will provide rich information to this study to assist in better understanding the 
District’s effort to implement a college readiness initiative. 
 Your identity in this study will not be disclosed and your responses will be strictly confidential. 
Additionally, your name, the name of your colleagues, school and district will remain confidential. 
As the data are collected, actual names will be replaced with pseudonyms. The results of this study 
may be used in reports, presentations, or publications, however your name will not be used and the 
data will only be shared in the aggregate form. 
I would like to audiotape this focus group to ensure accuracy in data collection and synthesis. You 
will not be recorded, unless you give permission. If you give permission to be taped, you have the 
right to ask for the recording to be stopped at anytime during the interview. The recordings will be 
used to produce transcriptions and both will kept in a secured computer. Both recordings and 
transcriptions will be destroyed upon completion of this study. 
If you have any questions concerning the research study, please contact Antonia Franco at 602-
739-9260. If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research, or if you 
feel you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Institutional 
Review Board, through the ASU Office of Research Integrity and Assurance, at (480) 965-6788. 
By signing below you are agreeing to participate to in the study and agree to be taped. 
___________________________                     _________________________ 
Signature                                                            Date 
Thank you in advance for your participation in my study. Antonia Franco 
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RECRUITMENT SCRIPT 
For: Teachers and Students 
This script will be presented separately to teachers and students to recruit participants for focus 
groups from senior classrooms and staff meetings. 
 Hello, my name is Antonia Franco and I am a graduate student under the direction of 
Professor Dr. Teresa McCarty in the School of Social Transformation and The Mary Lou Fulton 
Teachers College at Arizona State University.  
 I am conducting a research study to further examine the college readiness education 
reform effort underway at ABC High School District and to elicit new information related to the 
following research questions: (a) How was the new district policy implemented? (b) How do the 
institutional actors interpret the district’s new policy of becoming college and career ready? (c) 
How does the new district policy guide the practices/actions of the institutional actors?   
  I am recruiting individuals (teachers, students, and parents) to participate in interviews 
and focus groups to learn more about the District’s College Readiness Initiative which will take 
approximately 1 hour of your time. For students, you need to be 18 years of age. 
 Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary. If you are interested or have any 
questions concerning the research study, please call me at (602)739- 9260. 
Thank you for your time.  
 
 257 
APPENDIX E 
ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
APPROVAL FORM
 258 
 
